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DEAN KOHLHOFF

ELEANOR ROOSEVELT: THE NEW DEAL'S FIRST LADY

This article is based on a lecture in the Valparaiso
University Department of History's series, "Influential
Women In History." The author is preparing a political
biography of Frank C. Walker, an adviser to Franklin
D. Roosevelt. He wishes to thank Assistant Archivist
Mr. Peter Lombardo of the Notre Dame University
Archives for aid while working in the Frank C. Walker
papers housed there.

AFTER AGES OF INDIFFERENCE, HISTORIANS
have finally discovered that "women in politics" is a
particularly fallow area of research. Attention has
justifiably been paid to the great movement for woman
suffrage which eventually doubled the American
electorate. The struggle of many heroines over decades
gave women access to political power. Yet from 1920 to
the 1960s they were rather quiescent politically, perhaps
because of preoccupation with the great depression and
war. Since then, however, a resurrected woman's movement has vigorously attacked dominant male values and
institutions.
Paradoxically, Eleanor Roosevelt does not fit into this
tradition of suffragism, feminism, militancy, and liberation. Yet she is the best model of the twentieth century
political woman.
No woman in American history was more politically
active-or more influential. No other president's wife
worked harder to shape an administration, promote her
husband's program, influence his political associates. In
advertising FDR's presidency, Eleanor Roosevelt herself
became as famous and as controversial as the New Deal.
Even the sarcastic barbs of Westbrook Pegler, her most
vitriolic detractor, proclaimed her importance. He named
her "madam president" and "empress Eleanor."

Dean Kohloff teaches in the Department of History, Valparaiso
University.
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Loved and hated with equal intensity, she remained a
celebrity for some thirty years. Critics agreed with
admirers that Eleanor Roosevelt was effective. They
disagreed only over the nature of her contribution. Her
death triggered the same process of beatification which
follows most eminent people. Adlai Stevenson in a
celebrated eulogy suggested that Eleanor was like an
angel of light. President Truman elevated her to the
level of "first lady of the wo~ld" and Archibald Mcleish
claimed that her greatness changed the history of her
era.
Nevertheless, many of the present generation know
little if anything about Eleanor Roosevelt. Obscurity, to
be sure, is the lot of many notable personalities; but few
deserve it less than she. And few have had a better
biographer-the more inexcusable it is to be uninformed
about her. Joseph P. Lash has written two magisterial
volumes about Eleanor based on her personal papers.
Eleanor and Franklin (Norton, 1971) is an affectionate
portrait-albeit analytical-written in a muse-like style
which won Lash a Pulitzer award. Its companion, Eleanor:
The Years Alone (Norton, 1972), carries the story from
the death of FDR in 1945 to hers in 1962. No better
biography has been written about Eleanor, nor need
there be more in our time. 1
Both volumes naturally reflect FDR; Eleanor was
really never politically alone. She and Franklin were
fifth cousins, once removed, members of the same clan
founded in New Amsterdam in the 1640s by the Dutch
immigrant Claes Martenszen Van Rosenvelt. Eleanor
was born in 1884 on the Republican side of the family,
but later converted to Franklin's Democrat persuasion.
A distant relative of hers was Robert Livingston, chancellor of New York, who administered the presidential
oath of office to George Washington. President Theodore
Roosevelt, "the Republican Roosevelt," was her uncle.
1 Among other works consulted are: Tamara K. Hareven, Eleanor
Roosevelt:An American Conscience (Quadrangle, 1968); Elliott Roosevelt
and James Brough, An Untold Story: The Roosevelts of Hyde Park
(Putnam, 1973), and A Rendezvous With Destiny: The Roosevelts of
the White House (Putnam, 1975); Alfred Steinberg, Mrs. R: The Life of
Eleanor Roosevelt (Putnam, 1958); and three autobiographical volumes
by Eleanor Roosevelt.

3

Unlike Franklin, Eleanor suffered an unhappy childhood. Her mother died when Eleanor was. eight, and
there followed orphanage with grandmother Hall and
the death of her alcoholic father two years later. Eleanor's
mother had already conveyed to her a great disappointment that her only daughter was "old fashioned"- a
Victorian euphemism for ugly. Loved only by her father,
Eleanor felt his loss extremely deeply. There was little
prospect that this withdrawn, unhappy child would ever
experience fulfillment or success.
The first of several sparks which kindled Eleanor was
struck by an education at Mademoiselle Marie Souvestre's
Allenwood, England, boarding school. Souvestre, a
humani~t who was sensitive to outcast minorities, was to
Eleanor a woman of heart, vision, spirit, and strength.
For three years she exercised a liberal influence on her
young student. After Eleanor returned from England in
1902 other sparks were provided by a dashing Harvard
undergraduate. She was courted by Franklin, engaged
in 1903, and married in 1905.
Eleanor then experienced a whirligig of activities and
momentous adventures. She had married a New York
City lawyer who became a state senator, assistant secretary
of the navy, vice-presidential candidate, governor of
New York, and president of the United States. During
this time Eleanor bore six children, taught at Todhunter
School for Girls, helped develop a furniture business
near Hyde Park, wrote a syndicated column, and became
recognized world-wide. Later her fame was associated
with persistent, creative work on the Human Rights
Commission of the United Nations.
How did she become a woman of such abundant
achievement? Tireless energy, intelligence, and wealth
no doubt helped, but so did her connection with FDR.
Their relationship was most singular. Eleanor developed
emotional and psychological independence from him
and thereby was able to lead an active political life of
her own. Yet she devoted considerable effort to advancing
his career. Her emotional distance was ironically related
to political closeness. 2
ELEANOR ROOSEVELT WAS NOT A "NATURAL"
politician; when Franklin ran for the New York state
senate in 1910 she claimed that "politics is a man's
domain." But she learned politics avidly under the skillful
tutelage of Louis Howe, FDR's manager, whose obsession
it was to see his protege in the White House. The
watershed event in this education was FDR's affliction
with polio. Eleanor evolved into his political surrogate.
The instrument for this was Eleanor's membership in

2 The catalyst in Eleanor's growth as an individual was Franklin's
love affair with Lucy Mercer. After Eleanor confronted him they agreed
to remain married, but never again shared the conjugal bed .
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the League of Women Voters, the Women's Trade Union
League, and the Women's Division of the New York
State Democratic Committee-a weak arm of the regular
party organization. Through it, however, Eleanor found
political contacts for FDR, learned about precinct politics
and fundraising, and probably knew more "grassroots"
politicians in New York than her husband did. In 1922
she undertook tasks which eventually made her an
exemplary politician and an important New Dealer.
These tasks involved four political categories: campaigning, patronage, policy, and publicity.
Soon after women gained the franchise Eleanor Roosevelt entered election politics. She was asked to participate
in Al Smith's 1924 pre-convention campaign and
delivered a seconding speech for him at the state
Democratic convention. By means of a persistent latenight vigil she forced the all-male resolutions committee
to adopt campaign planks important to women: for the
eight-hour day and minimum wage, and one against
child labor. In 1928 she raised funds for the Women's
Division, stumped for AI Smith despite his "wetness,"
and according to James Farley, the party's chairman,
led women in producing the margin of victory for FDR's
gubern.atorial triumphs in 1928 and 1930. This might,
Farley reasoned, be transferable to the national level.
Strange as it seems, Eleanor felt-probably because of
some inculcated Victorianism-that wives should not
campaign openly for their husbands. Her front, therefore,
was Molly Dewson who headed the Women's Division
of the Democratic National Committee. Although Eleanor
said she never really wanted to be the wife of a president,
she worked strenuously for FDR in 1932. The Women's
Division, patterned after New York's and guided by
Eleanor and Molly, helped organize women into doorto-door precinct workers in projected close states.
'Victory in 1932 meant, among other things, positions
for job-starved Democrats. Now that women had demonstrated their importance in campaign politics, Eleanor
believed they deserved government positions. She became their patronage advocate. Deserving women, she
felt, should share the benefits of political power. Farley,
the chairman, was persuaded to make the Women's
Division a permanent functioning department of the
Democratic National Committee with Molly Dewson as
full-time executive. From 1933 to 1936, Eleanor promoted
the appointment by Postmaster General Farley of some
4,000 women as postal employees; and she kept up the
pressure when Frank C. Walker succeeded Farley.3 Even
3 Eleanor was also able to keep alive the Democratic women's newspaper
through funds from Walker, the treasurer of the National Committee.
Letter, Mrs. Roosevelt to Walker, August 3, 1933; Walker to Mrs.
Roosevelt, August 7, 1933, box 606, Walker Papers, Notre Dame Archives.
Patronage matters, for instance, are discussed in Mrs . Roosevelt to
Walker, February 2, 1944, and Walker to Mrs. Roosevelt, March 6,
1944, box 248.
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FDR was beset by his determined wife on patronage for
women and men whom she knew and wanted advanced.
In the direction of administration policy, however,
Eleanor was less successful. It was difficult to bend FDR
to her will. But she tried. Once on returning from a trip
through the South, Eleanor caused a scene which Walker
recalled as the only time he saw the President close to
losing his temper.

She was still burning with indignation over the
sights she had seen, the slums, the ignorance, the
utter lack of hygienic and educational facilities.
And Mrs. Roosevelt wanted immediate action,
something should be done right away quick! The
President was trying to calm her down, to slow her
up a bit. "But Eleanor," he kept saying, "These
things take time. You can't change conditions
overnight. Educating the people is the only way.
Otherwise you get them mad and you're worse off
than when you started." However, Mrs. Roosevelt
was too wrought up to be placated by any soft
words and she kept on insisting that as President,
and just re-elected by an overwhelming majority
besides, it was his duty to take immediate action
right now. Roosevelt, naturally, didn't see it that
way and just kept repeating, "Now, Eleanor, be
reasonable!" All to no avail until finally his "Now,
Eleanor!" carried a distinct note of irritation and I
was becoming embarrassed at being forced to witness
a . . . spirited husband-and-wife quarrel. 4

Contrary to a popularly held view, Eleanor and
Franklin were ideologically well atuned. She was not
more liberal than he. The difference was that he possessed
the power of office; she could therefore be less compromising, less concerned about political timing. Her role,
as Lash explains, was to be "the keeper of and constant
spokesman for her husband's conscience." He appreciated
that; and, as a like-minded gradualist, she counseled
patience along with perseverance. Throughout, she
admired FDR's political skill.
But Eleanor more than her husband was a symbol of
humanitarian concern for the downtrodden. Far ahead
of most New Dealers in sympathy for the cause of Blacks,
she befriended their leaders, Mary Bethune and Walter
White of the NAACP. Marian Anderson sang at the
White House in 1936 at her unprecedented invitation.
And when Anderson was refused the use of Constitution
Hall by the DAR in 1939, Eleanor publicized an angry
resignation from that group.

4

Walker "Memoir," box 419, pp .S-6.
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Such action helped dramatize the Adminstration even
if it drew criticism from enemies. Next to FDR, Eleanor
Roosevelt was the New Deal's most effective advertisement. She worked hard at it. In the first year of FDR's
presidency she traveled over 40,000 miles and increased
that distance in the years following. Her columns and
personal contacts brought over 300,000 letters in 1933
alone. She was the first president's wife to conduct a
press conference, the first to testify before a congressional
hearing, the first to address a national political convention.
And her work for the United Nations later was merely a
continuation internationally of domestic public politics
in behalf of her husband's ideals and her own.
Before she died at age 78, she had become the grande
dame of the Democratic Party. President Truman relished
her belated endorsement in 1948 and John Kennedy was
denied it in a 1956 vice-presidential nomination bid
because she thought he had been soft on McCarthyism.
Going "madly for Adlai" in 1956, she threw herself into
the most vigorous campaign effort of her life because
she thought Eisenhower might die in office and the
country would not be able to tolerate Vice-President
Nixon as president.5
ELEANOR ROOSEVELT WAS A TOUGH
fighter to the end. Cardinal Spellman bowed to her in
1949 over a controversy involving federal aid to parochial
school education. And she helped the anti-De Sapio
forces in a successful attempt to rid New York's Democratic Party of Tammany influence. Andre Vishinsky
and delegates from the Soviet bloc could not intimidate
her in the United Nations. She even fought gallantly
against obnoxious tubes and medical devices in order to
die in dignity.
What did her living mean? What about her still lives?
Eleanor Roosevelt's life is a reminder that humanitarianism at the center of politics must be expressed in action.
Principles are nothing but hollow if they are not acted
upon by those who have influence. Her efforts helped
make the Roosevelt presidency popular. She brought
people to the White House and brought the White
House to the people. In our day of the "imperial
presidency" this phenomenon is extremely refreshing.
And her activities no doubt sent a huge segment of
women voters into the Roosevelt coalition.
Most importantly, Eleanor provided a model for
politically active, effective women and men. She taught
a lesson through her commitment to an apprenticeship
in politics, learning the system, developing patience,
using compromise, accepting defeat. And consistently
in her life she maintained a balance between realism
and idealism.

5

Lash, Years Alone, p. 243.
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THE SOUND OF A LOST WATCH

It could be to a keen ear the noise of military troops,
making their way down shadowy, dusty streets in Jerusalem.
The click of a rifle,
loaded,
but unanxious to fire.
The throbbing of a heart uncertain if life continues or not.

A nervous lad on his first night out . . .
impatient, eager, quick to pick up the beat of an age
he belongs to.
Around the corner a door closes.
It doesn't slam.
The sound is sharp, clear, too precise to be known.
The pressure of a headache pounding out a dull , sober drilling,
at grips with enjoyment.
Then gone is the tick of the lost watch.
The playful, postulating tick.
Replaced by a loud, jubilant sound.
The sound of excitement when the lost . . . is found.

KEN BARTELS

6

The Cresset

THEODORE W. LOEPPERT

EPIPHANY AT WOODFIELD

IT WAS DURING THE GREY DAYS BEFORE
Christmas that I first saw the Woodfield Mall. I had
heard people singing its praises, of course, for years.
"It's the biggest," they said. "It's sublime. It sells $136.00
per square foot. " They were quite religious in their
fe rvor. I remember, I'd heard that $136.00 figure at a
faculty party: a three-martini cynic had been polishing
his public image with a definition of God that he'd
picked up at a lecture by Karl Barth, a rather whimsical
definition claiming that God was anything which filled
all of life for any given consciousness and gave its world
a totality of meaning and pattern. A senior swinger in
blue jeans had remarked that she knew bridge addicts
who'd found God that way, and then this other fellow
began talking about Woodfield .
So a few days later I made the pilgrimage (mostly to
avoid preparing a lecture on Canto III of Dante's Inferno),
and I was indeed impressed. At first, I didn't realize its
size . It looked from a distance to be four stores joined at
the ends into a huge amorphous cross, and at one corner
I saw a sign reading "Woodfield Inn." I parked near the
Marshall Field entrance and was immediately struck
with the curious inappropriateness of the name. "Woodfield" it was not: in this triumph of artifice bo~h wood
and field had been extinguished smoothly, unthinkingly,
and absolutely into the indistinct distances behind its
vast parking lots, its satellite towers, and the enclosing
wall of the Expressway. The building had an almost
Romanesque ugliness, a medieval disregard of the exterior
view, and its focus (like the Romanesque cathedral's)
seemed concentrated entirely on its own insides.
I got out of my car, turned left, and walked toward
Field's entrance. It was a cold wet morning, and a cold,
dark, and wet snow was falling. Crowds hurrie~ past me
already indistinct in the morning twilight, toward the
door where some sort of banner or flag seemed to be
waving. I joined them to escape the penetrating damp
cold.
But, once inside, I warmed up quickly. There was a
confused impression of richness, decorous glitter and a
jellowy filtered atmosphere. Muzak obsequiously
annointed my ears; the metallic Xmas decor underlined

Theodore W. Loeppert has published previously in The
Cresset.
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a prior air of richly glowing festivity. The shoppers-all
models of informal suburban Chic-hurried past me as
though pushed by a subtle wind, but I walked slowly
through the furniture department, looking for a clock
(I'd forgotten my watch) and for a good useable little
bookcase. I found neither-or, to be exact, saw no clocks
and a great many richly crafted bookshelves at prices far
beyond my poor scholar's pocketbook. I began to think
of these objects as symbols of something for which the
humble heterodox act of book-encasing was clearly
irrelevant. So I continued through the department ,
searching, taking in the muzak, the polished elegance of
the American Colonial, the heavy dark Mod chic of the
Mediterannean, the overt aching glitter of the Contemporary with its easy Cubist juxapositions of chrome,
white plastic, stainless steel, and burlap-all tastefully
counterpointed by the artificial holly and the cool
styrofoam globes in the Xmas decorations.
Finally, drunk with the jello of the conditioned air, I
reached the back of the store. I saw a large opening,
extending thirty feet to the ceiling and nearly forty feet
wide. I stared at the lintel, looking for some sort of
inscription there. Finding none, I passed the last row of
display cases-men's underwear, glowingly displayed,
richly purchasable-and stopped in amazement at what
was clearly the St. Peter's of the modern world.
I had come to the Mall itself, and I felt an overpowering
sense of subterranean vastness, brilliance, contained clutter.
I was standing on a broad balcony at the end of a huge
interior boulevard or nave extending far into the distance
in front of me, jogging finally, continuing out of sight,
in a symphonic blaze of light and color. On each side
of the boulevard were layers of stores, two on one side,
three on the other-an incredible clash and blare of
elements, almost cosmic in the sublime distance it put
between itself and any contained or tasteful sense of
architectural decor, but shaped and contained nevertheless
by the long pure whitish-violet lines of the oddly shaped
ceiling. There was muzak everywhere; richer here,
heterophonic waves and washes of it, flowing out from
multiple, indecipherable sources and interweaving in
the doubly caressing, doubly lulling airconditioned spaces
of the atmosphere. "If there is such a thing as muzak of
the Spheres," I thought, "this is it."
Vastness and clutter. Along the sides of this plenum
the five lines of storefronts passed out of sight, store
after store, each a small triumph of mercantile art, each
7

as filigreed and intense in its own Contempo way as a
Bernini side chapel or a Bavarian Baroque sanctuary,
riotously, cancerously proliferating under the queer
pure indigo ceiling. I saw an indistinct banner waving
in the distance.
Turning to the left, I began walking along the balcony
level, digging the shop fronts as I passed them. Each
one was flamboyantly individualized, each apparently a
free flower of the Hard-Sell spirit. But I was soon aware
of a rigid aesthetic conformity here, a tight Contempo
code to which each individual decor seemed dedicated;
a particular flavor of kitsch raised to the level of the
sublime by the absolute intensity of its focus not on the
obvious raison d'etre of the place (Hard-Sell, $136 per
square foot) but on some unclear goal even behind and
beyond that one.
I passed one of my Humanities students. "Hey," he
called, "I just read the first assignment in that Search for
Personal Freedom book."
"Oh? How did you like it?"
"Scary. Technological society as a hermetically sealed
up tunnel that closes itself off further and further from
nature with every new scientific breakthrough. I mean,
that's so true it's funny."
"Well, it's a good example of the simple certitudes of
the '60s," I said.
"Could be. But it's still got a bite to it. Look at all the
people going back to the wilderness in $6000 Camperalls."
He disappeared into a sporting goods store, and I
spotted the Woodfield Inn at the end of a side corridor,
itself an entire mall lined on both sides with stores. I
went in, sat down at the counter, ordered a cup of coffee,
and looked around me. No sign of wood or field here
either. It was another small masterpiece of the Con tempo
style. The room managed, with rather uneasy flamboyance, to fit the usual four-cornered accoutrements of a
restaurant into a roughly triangular room. One wall,
composed entirely of glass, opened out into the mall
corridor, and tables were arranged along it to make the
most of the spectacular juxtaposition of "inside" with
"outside."_The remainder of the room had a kind of
Mannerist decor: all shocks and surprises, and unlikely
corridors opening out from the metallic-papered back
wall. Mini-skirted waitresses dressed in blue appeared
and disappeared into these passages, their white flashes
of thigh and earring easily visible from the mall outside.
The third wall was a dusky mirror, facing the other two,
which caught my attention immediately. It gave back a
reflection of the entire Inn. The twisted counter, the
dark interior, the occasional spotlights in the black ceiling
8

illuminating odd bits and pieces of the room, and the
copper-papered planes of the back wall, all blended
carefully to create a masterful illusion of richness, abstract
warmth, and easy mystery.
The waitress brought me my coffee, thighs and smile
abstractly brilliant. Her eyes looked tight and pained.
"Thank you," she said in a coppery, brightly electronic
tone of voice, and she disappeared into one of the queer
openings in the back wall. I sipped the coffee and studied
the room in the side-wall mirror. The rich brown decor
looked odd there: muddy, indistinct, the reflected rhythms
of the spotlights allowing individual objects to leap into
an eerie, oracular chiaroscuro-a cup and saucer here, a
piece of table there, the silverware and the countertop
in front of me; and I saw myself, too, features coarsened
and fanatic, dark, intense, and bestial in the half light.
Momentarily, the muzak stopped. I had been hearing
a voice behind me, a troubled-sounding indistinguishable
murmur, and I heard another voice, now in apparent
answer to the first:
" . . . needn't worry about things like that now. There's
only two things in our business that are No-No. Never
lose an order, if you can help it; never steal from the
company. I don't mean petty stuff, everybody does that,
but . . . you know. Those other scruples don't do
anything for you and they don't do anything for Business.
Of course, you can't do anything that will get you into
trouble."
"So that's the Law and the Prophets," the other, younger
voice remarked.
"That's the Law and the Prophets . . . . "
The muzak came on again, and the conversation was
lost in the clelJ-T, placid syrup of the sound. I remembered
having seen the two when I came in. The older man,
voice rich with the sound of probity and good sense,
looked a little like a substantial and well-dressed Lee J.
Cobb. The other man was younger and thinner, anxious
looking. They reminded me of clerics, with their chubby
shiny faces and a certain sleek well-tailored poise about
them. I could see them in the mirror, sitting behind me
by the wind?w wall. They looked older there. The
bright ridges of each face glared out from the sunken
feral shadows of their eyes and necks. Behind them a
ghostly reflected corridor appeared, heavily carpeted,
almost black except for the red EXIT sign above the
closed door at the end. No light showed under this door.
I saw shadowy figures moving in it and theorized that it
must be the reflection from one of the interior corridors
of the restaurant.
The waitress brought my check. Behind her two other
waitresses talked, leaning close together against the back
The Cresset

wall. Near them an artificial lemon tree proffered golden
fruit. Someone had draped tinselled Xmas garlands on
it. I heard their soft voices, tough and tired as the quiet
snarling of leopards. As I rose to go, the older of the two
grasped the younger girl softly by the hand and led her
away into the shadows. I paid at the cashier's counter
and turned toward the Mall outside.
Across the way, I saw a kind of pub. It had a large
doorway totally outlined and surrounded by imitation
barrels, and inside it the walls were filled with clocks.
But I was disappointed in my search for the time: although
it was brilliantly lit, all were on sale; all read a different
time, and the price tags dangled and swung below each
one in the breeze from the air-conditioner. On impulse,
I looked back at the mirror image, just visible from the
door of the Inn. Again I saw the pub. This time it was
very dark and I could see only one clock. I could not
make out what it said.
Out into the glitter again. I went back to the main
boulevard and bore to the left, toward the center of the
Mall where the grand crossing was. I looked more closely
at the individual shops as I passed them, getting the feel
of the Hard-Sell moral cosmos. Lytton's: scarlet painted
doors and windows brilliant against an imitation Carrera
marble wall; Foxmoor: dead black walls and ceilings,
phony wooden beams, also black, carpets bright red,
bright racks of clothes beckoning; Croydon China and
Thayer McNeil: the hard-sell glitter at its hardest. There
were mirrors everywhere, silver panels and moving
spotlights glared out directly at the passersby, forcing
them (like the bright thighs of the waitresses at the
Woodfield Inn) to stare into the interiors with their
crude solid primary colors in bands and rectangles like
a child's building blocks on the walls. The Contempo
appeal . . . and just as Contempo was the sleek, slick,
down-home decor of The County Seat. Blue jeans sold
here-the carefully crass double entendre of the name
in rustic gilt letters over the bare-boards image created
by the front entrance with its glimpses of the suggestively
ruralized interior. I looked in vain for the dirt, the
farm-and-field smells, the old hard subsistence economics
of rural America: the muzak was just as quicksilversmooth here as it was anywhere else.
Sex was everywhere, of course, more or less blatant,
more or less subliminal, and nowhere with more crude
simplicity than in Light my Fire, a teenage music and
electronics shop. It was here that I had my first sense of
epiphany. I saw all the mod teenager's desires, rebellions,
senses of freedom, vitality, and clannishness played upon
in an atmosphere where the screaming intensity of mirrors,
black lights, shifting colors, arhythmic streaks and jabs
November/ December, 1977

of light, hard-rock muzak and the twisted orgiastic images
of guitar-heroes and heroines on the walls which
galvanized all its patrons toward some obscure Dionysiac
revelation of feeling. In this carefully planned hysteria
price tags seemed oblique omens, vatic signs of the
primal bacchic force itself. I realized that none of the
youthful values utilized here was allowed any validity
or meaning in themselves; all became grist, at the will of
whatever god was being celebrated. I began to wonder
at the vastness of this unnatural world, so carefully
planned and fed to adolescents not only here but
throughout Woodfield, throughout the whole of consumer
America. It was a total absorption of their drives and
desires, an absorption made singlemindedly for cashflow purposes. I remembered Dylan Thomas' title: "The
Force that Through the Green Fuse Drives" and realized
with awe that the dionysian force here was Cash-Flow
itself-the eucharistic blood of some Plutuslike deity of
behaviorist mercantilism. I saw, as into a rich mysterious
darkness in the midst of light, that every aspect, not just
of the teenage psyche but of us all, all aspects meaningful
in life to any of us, was allowed value only as it furthered
this eucharistic giving and receiving, this eternally
transmitted Body and Blood.
I saw my Humanities student again. "You going in
there?" he asked, jerking an ironic thumb toward the
record shop.
I told him I hadn't planned on it.
"I didn't think so," he whinnied. "Isn't it awful? You
couldn't pay me to go in there. Still you get good
savings on records sometimes." He disappeared again
in the growing crowd. Light My Fire was crowded too. I
remembered that he had lent me a book by Pitkin
Sorokin, and made a mental note to return it to him .
I went on, not stopping until I'd reached the center of
the Mall. Only then did I realize how large the place
really was. The nave I had traversed was only one of
four, one arm of a gigantic cross. The central concourse
of this cross was breathtaking-a labyrinth of ramps and
staircases, fountains, ponds, gardens and statuary, ridges,
craters, and queer unevennesses of floor and wall. It was
crowded with people, and I felt a subtle sense of plenitude,
a fullness in the very space itself. I looked up at the
skylights crowning the four arms of the cross. Rows of
sharp translucent points, like inverted steeples, formed
their own cross on the ceiling, pointing downward out
of the queer purity of that clerestory, and directing attention towarrd the shoppers themselves-those little gods,
the victims and the redeemed system. I watched these
richly informal, aggressively self-contained, self-focused
beings with the same sense of plenitude, as though an
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invisible guiding hand operated through the inverted
steeple-like projections of the skylight. The loose change
in my pocket sifted through my fingers with a sound as
soft as wafers into a salver. Then I turned back to the
center of the Mall where Xmas was in full swing.
A series of steps surrounded a kind of crater at the
end of the nave I had traversed. Ranked on these steps a
junior high school choir was singing, adding its live
muzak to the soft swirls of atmospheric pabulum already
there. I wondered briefly why they hadn't bothered to
turn down the sound system in recognition of the
performance, but realized the irrelevance, and indeed
the irreverence, of the notion. The choir was, in fact,
muzak: one more behaviorist manipulation of consumer
buying activity; any value associated with it-aesthetic
or spiritual-could only be admitted likewise as a tool
or symbol of this ultimate reality. I began to wonder
whether the nascent deity celebrated here might not be
the aggressive consumer himself, absorbed in the
American Dream of conspicuous consumption and
material success, and by that absorption fulfilling the
dictates of the God for whom cash-flow served as both
worship and service. The fullness of this mercantile
cosmos came clearer still as I examined the rest of the
Concourse.
At this season it centered around a sort of High Altar
or Holy of Holies at the very center of the area, a fairy
palace forty feet high, made of white styrofoam, topped
with a yellow banner and surrounded by artificial trees,
artificial shrubs, and rolls of artificial cotton snow. The
left hand side of the palace showed Prince Charming
and Snow White in front of their palace door, dressed
and decorated for Xmas, their Barbie-doll arms and
heads moving slowly, circularly, and endlessly, as if
blessing the crowd. I thought of the rows of chic outersuburban condominiums and upper bracket housing
developments surrounding Woodfield, and admired the
shining mirrorlike surfaces of the castle, bathed as they
were in a blaze of light.
But the center of activity was clearly on the right side
of the palace. Here, where the light was brightest of all,
a row of mothers and children stood in an uneasy line
waiting to see Santa Claus. He was enthroned in a kind
of dark cave inside the palace, behind a little alcove
wall. Over the alcove was a balcony, on top of which a
larger-than-life image of Disney's Pluto turned slowly
and with suggestive gestures in accompaniment to the
large yellow banner which flew from the topmost tower.
He wore a yellow crown and carried a golden twopronged sceptre in one paw. A little boy near me pointed
up at the figure excitedly.
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"Look, Mommy. Plutus," he said. "Plutus up there."
His mother corrected him.
I watched for a while, even though the inside of the
castle was dark and Santa was hidden. Periodically a
miniskirted Santa's Helper would lead a little tot into
the central gloaming and return to ready another for
the trip. She was a triumph of commercial sexuality, a
sort of Vestal Virgin: gleaming thighs outlined by the
fur on her scarlet skirt and boot tops, sleek figure
aggressively outlined by her flesh-tight outfit, dazzling
cheer-leader smile bestowed on each moppet as it was
led in to communicate its consumer instincts to Santa. It
occurred to me, watching all this, that a subliminal sort
of sermon was being preached here, and I tried to
phrase it in my mind (convinced that something important
was being communicated to each child):
a) "The proper study of mankind," my catechism
began, "is to desire commercially purchasable things,"
b) "and to cultivate self-interest. But," and this struck
me as an important corollary, "self-interest only in the
Higher interest of Mercantile Capitalism: i.e., God at
work in human affairs."
c) "Thus all of life and human behavior have meaning
only as they relate to cash-flow, material production,
and material consumption."
d) "All values and beliefs which do not so contribute,"
I remembered my face in the mirror at the Woodfield
Inn, "have no meaning in modern culture."
e) "Time and history themselves are irrelevant in
this most perfect and enduring of worlds. Evolution can
only continue farther along the lines set up by God as we
have controverted Him: i.e., by technology, behaviorism,
and aggressive, socialistically controlled self-interest."
After the lesson another of Santa's nuns, nuder and
more sleekly nubile than the first, led the child back to
the glittering entryway, underlining for the little tabula
rasa the correct relation between sexuality and commerce
(and perhaps the entire real value of sexuality in this
new eden of radical materialism). There a shapeless
photographer with a polaroid camera shot them, one by
one, and they left clutching icons of themselves with the
fairy palace-, the yellow flag, and the twirling goldcrowned Pluto in the background.
The chorus surprised me with a Hebrew text: "Shema
Yisroel! Adonay elohenu, Adonay echod." I listened for a
while. It did not seem to go well. They did a rather
lifeless version of "Veni Emmanuel" and swung lustily
into "Jolly Old St. Nicholas." After they finished I walked
on into the left arm of the Mall, on the ground floor
now. I passed a plastic waterfall, its water running out
obediently over a sheet of transparent plastic and falling
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with effortless flawlessness from the smooth curved lip.
Then I descended a narrow ramp and approached a
group of restaurants and clothing shops. The clothing
dummies fascinated me. Effeminate males minced through
window and display cases, glossy cowboys displayed
sleek Western shirts and sweaters, and in two women's
shops twisted females pranced grossly, knees bent forward,
pelvis following with a grandiose lilt. Each shop added
its bit to the Xmas decor: carols droned, tinsel beckoned,
colored strobe lights pounded through the gelatinous
air. I was developing a headache.
But I was still unable to find a clock. I asked a salesgirl
by the cash register of a Scandinavian furniture shop
about it. "You know," I said, "they really have everything
here except the time. No clocks anywhere. Except for
sale."
"Naturally," she said. "It keeps you here shopping
longer."
"Naturally," I thought to myself. The Now Generation.
We run time these days. I watched her as she walked
away. I had an odd difficulty actually focusing on her:
she was so perfect, so much the image of the smoothly
tailored glossily abstracted TV ad heroine, that it was
hard to distinguish her from the furniture she was hired
to sell. I wondered briefly what she might have been
like in some other time or place. She disappeared behind
a wall lined with canvas and aluminum chairs in crude
primary colors. A green and orange sign in front of the
wall leapt out at me, offering
SAVINGS!!
SAVE %15 DURING OUR
JUMBO PRFr HOLIDAY SALE!!
SCANDIA SAVES!!

She appeared again, the agent of my salvation, tough,
serene, enamelled as an Egyptian death mask, and then
I lost her. I went on, deeper and deeper into the swirling
jello, the grotesque figures posturing, the glaring lights
and the mirrors, remembering whimsically that before
time had stopped Christ, among others, had been credited
with saving us, and grateful that now salvation could be
pinpointed in so precise and businesslike a fashion.
Then I heard bits of the Ave Maria , and I found myself
in front of the Myra Madigan's dress shop. I stopped by
the mouth of the store and was immersed immediately
in a wash of blue light.
Instinctively I felt that I had reached the final sanctum
of the Mall. I was facing a wide narthex or plateau,
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flanked on both sides by jewelry cases and dress racks.
This narthex comprised the front third of the store. The
rear was divided into two levels, one higher than the
entryway, one several feet lower, and it was here that
the main stock of the store was displayed. A dim
impression of clogged, thickly stuffed dress racks was all
I gathered at first, for in front of these two decks towered
the tutelary goddess of the place-a nude female figure
fashioned from white plastic, floodlit an intense blue,
her angular body twisted violently, exaggeratedly
Contempo, in order to contain her thirty-foot length
below the black ceiling. Her head was a bright golden
color, lit apparently by a single yellow spot, her thighs
and pelvis thrust forward into the familiar strut, and
her massive genitals were masked by a normally sized
dummy of a woman, smoothly-glossily tailored, standing
on a giant pair of white hands which reached up from
the lower floor level.
I stared at the group for a while; then I climbed up
the stairs beside it and walked with reverence in a world
where surfaces were indeed everything. The lines between
real and unreal were blurred so radically, so thoroughly,
that even the price tags were difficult to decipher. All
the conventions of Contempo lighting were used here:
blue strobes and floodlights, mirrors, moving spots, and
in the center a revolving sphere of tiny mirrors caught
the beam of light that illuminated the Goddess's head,
smashed it into flecks and flinders of gold and spread
them in a random chaos through the room. I was drowned
in a smothering tide of material: close-packed racks of
dresses filled the floor completely, racks built entirely
clear plastic, even the hangers not hangers at all but the
black throats and busts of women cut from black plastic,

so that the entire stock seemed suspended in thin air.
Area spots highlighted random bits of dissociated cloth
material, Rembrandt-like, and the blue pulsating light
around them shook irregularly. Commanding it all reared
the yellowed back of the Madonna's head, jerked forward
on her azure shoulders.
I walked back to the stairs, pulled a notebook from my
bag and began to make notes. I began to see the whole
experience as a genuine epiphany, and noticed that my
headache had not improved.
Almost immediately the manager appeared and threw
me out.
"Can I Help You?" he snarled, bearing down on me
from the cash register, his metal-rimmed glasses glittering
above his Swinger mustache, his face frozen and rapt
with religious anger above his checked sport coat and
broad red tie.
"No, Thank You," I replied. "I'm just making notes
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for something I'm writing."
Suspicion and fear glittered in the surfaces of the steel
rims. "Well, we don't allow any of that in here."
I was fascinated. I asked him why not. The frozen face
betrayed no hint of thaw.
"Well, we have our own ways of doing things, and we
don't want anyone in here making notes on it."
Images of Satan being thrown out of heaven mixed
fatuously in my mind with the picture of Dante turned
away from the City of Dis. So he's simply afraid of the
Competition, I thought. That's good practical fanaticism.
But I was oppressed with the sense of having sinned
obscurely but unpardonably, denied the God somehow
and alienated myself from the communion of the elect. I
put my notebook away, said something apologetic, and
prepared to go.
"Thank You," he said, inhumanly, and moved away
toward the back of the store, solemn, metallic, furious,
and devout. The eerie, blue, gold-visaged fetish was the
last I saw of the shop as I leaned against a pillar, out of
earshot of the Ave Maria, finishing my notes and trying
to formulate in my mind the cosmic Denial I'd been
thrown out for. Shema, Yisroel. Adonoy Elohenu, Adenay
Echod. My headache was getting worse.
I began to hurry back along the Mall. Around me,
people were hurrying too, voices strident and frenetic,
eyeglasses glinting abstractly. Lights flashed, plethoras
of knockout display after knockout display dinned
endlessly into my consciousness, endless overalled
exurbanites in expensive leather jackets leered laughing
be,c;ide strident dress dummies thrusting pelvis forward
into glowing aeons of the future. My head pounded
with glut and surfeit.
I passed a bookstore and remembered my original
notion, to find a book shelf. But at the shop door I was
barred by a huge block of new books still on the skid:
The American Way of Death, rows and rows of it, multiplied
and mass-produced insanely. I went on. The air caressing, gently oppressive, disquietingly cavelike-reminded me of a funeral parlor. The Mall itself seemed
buried far underground; all the nerves in my neck felt
like burnt-out cigarette butts; its caressing, oppressive,
muzak-laden air was burning out my sense perceptions,
had been burning away at them most of my lifetime. I
hurried past the High Altar, received again the inane
blessng of Barbie and Ken, left Silverman's and Light
My Fire behind, and stopped only once, to admire a
piece of metal pipe sculpture suspended over a dry
fountain and artificial garden area in front of Field's.
Six giant pieces of pipe, chrome-covered and glittering,
hung apparently suspended from nothing in the air,

12

smoothly and efficiently extended into a complex cuboid
structure by the clever thrust and counterthrust of the
steel ropes connecting them. This aggressive, uneasy
balance towered treelike over the artificial garden,
appearing in its overwhelming denial of nature to draw
its strength from the atmospheric space of the Mall
itself. I stood beneath it for a second, eyes and neck
hotly painful, looking down the whole vast and cluttered
length of the Mall, seeing through the entropic clash
and glut of sensations the yellow banner still, with the
growing crowd surging down the nave toward it. I looked
up at the tree, and thought with a nameless emotion that
if one rope were cut the whole structure would collapse
instantly.
My head pounded.
I climbed back up through Field's and out the entrance.
The wet slushy snow was still falling as I battled my way
back to the car and the sky told me the time; although it
was still noon, a sullen red streak in the west had the
look of sunset.
My wife was jubilant when I got home.
"Look," she said. "I got it to grow again." She showed
me the leaf-structure of a grocery store pineapple which
she had cut off, put in a pan of water and persuaded to
grow. It was enthroned in the dim light of the kitchen
with the price-98cr -still branded in black on one leaf.
I kissed her with real pleasure; it seemed a kind of
victory, a promise of the possibility of something.
I walked into the living room. It had been partly
decorated for Christmas. She had put out the cresche,
and on the Christmas tree (which we had begun the
night before) several branches already held their gesture
of new life in the ornaments hung on the carefully
tinselled boughs of winter. It seemed so small, so pathetic,
so far from the grandeur of Woodfield, so dark, so poor.
I thought of the early Christians crowded around the
rude catacomb altars as Rome roared above them, and
an image came to me of a third century Goth or Celt
carving his quiet, complex, involuted totems while the
Legions struggled through Dacia and the Yorkshire
moors.
I lit a candle by the cresche and watched while the
tiny point of light flickered, grew, and illuminated the
darkness of the rude box and its contents. The light fell
musically on Mary's blue robe and on the old shepherd's
St. Nicholas beard. The obscurities in the corner of the
living room rested warmly around this light.
I was not surprised when I found that my headache
was gone. I felt I'd declared a kind of independence-the
independence of God.
U.
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CHAUCER'S ROLE AS

WHAT KIND OF ROLE DOES
Chaucer the writer assign Chaucer
the pilgrim? Is he really the simpleton
sketched in the Ellesmere manuscript,
dumpy and plump, downcast and
introspective, as the Host describes
him, "elvissh"? Is he a cheerful numbskull, an amused bystander who
watches the world pass before him ,
comic, satiric, ironic? Is his philosophy one of smiling tolerance, of
congenital optimism, of a fatalistic
acceptance of nature?
What makes the Canterbury Tales
so rich a tapestry is not just the quality
of the portraits and the interplay of
the stories but the complex role
Chaucer assigns himself as narrator.

In the decade or two he occupied
himself with the tales, he had ample
time to work out his own role in the
personae, a role more complex than
that of any of the other "wei nyne
and twenty."
On the surface the picture of the
Geoffrey who rides to Canterbury, if
that really is Chaucer, is a disparaging
one. The Host treats him like some
impractical poet who does not know
how to get on in the world:
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O~SERVER/PILGRIM

What man artow? quod he;
Thou lookest as thou woldest finde
an hare,
For evere upon the ground I see
thee stare.

He's too withdrawn even to carry on
a decent conversation, as if he's trying
to snare a rabbit for supper rather
than go on a pilgrimage. But the
Host nevertheless demands the other
pilgrims treat Geoffrey indulgently:
Now war yow, sires, and lat this
man have place!
He in the waast is shape as wei as I;.
This were a popet in an arm
t'embrace
For any womman, smal and fair
of face.

The sly joke about Chaucer's waist
would be especially telling in an age
when the poet performed viva voce,
not on the printed page, and reminds
us of that talkative eagle of an earlier
poem who could comment, "thyn
abstinence is lyte!"
To some degree Geoffrey mocks
even his ability to tell a story. "Sir
Thopas" is pure doggerel. No other
pilgrim is cut off in the middle of a
tale and told he will have to offer
something better. But the comic little
elf who recites "Sir Thopas" is not so

much Chaucer the poet as Chaucer
the man, without his usual powers of
imagination and prosody. Chaucer
does not hesitate to reveal something
of his multifaceted personality, perhaps even despairing at the occasional
loss of his creative drive.
THE ROLE OF THE NARRAtor and the degree to which that is or
is not Chaucer gives him a broaderbased pou sto for viewing the world's
foibles and fables than if he were more
obvious. In The Canterbury Tales he
has a richer role than in the earlier
poems. He can assume the point of
view of any one of his characters, of
Chaucer the stupid Pilgrim, of Chaucer the omniscient Author, of Chaucer
the Philosopher, or even of Chaucer
the Antagonist of the hale and hearty
Host-without once breaking the
artistic integrity of what he's writing.
That provides a much fuller range of
human comedy-though it also presents problems of unity -than in either
Boccaccio or Dante, or for that matter
Dostoevski or Mann .
Chaucer establishes his stance as a
somewhat detached observer early in
the prologue.

Me thynketh it acordaunt to resoun
To tell yow al the condicioun
Of ech of hem, so as itsemed me.
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poetic energy left over for fun and
games.

The accent is on the word "semed."
The observer is always off somewhere,
a little detached from the other pilgrims. But he never altogether disappears. And he's constantly reminding us of his presence, not just for the
sake of finishing off a couplet or
completing a rhyme, with such phrases
as "I gesse," "I seyde," "I telle," "i
woot," or "I trowe ."
As a detached observer he brings
an unusual vitality to what might
otherwise be a somewhat wooden
framework for a string of unlike
stories. Each pilgrim is concerned with
his own pilgrimage through life,
symbolically, as reflected both in his
tale and his interaction with the others.
Whether the pilgrimage be hedonistic,
starry-eyed, fatalistic, or unconcerned
makes no differe11ce. Whether by
means of the links, the General Prologue, the summarization of the Parson, or the interaction of various
pilgrims, Host, and narrator/observer,
Chaucer makes each meaningful , tying
each into the whole.
Every persona in the drama reveals
himself according to his own partial
vision of the world as he suffers,
laughs, grows, dies. He is a free man
acting out his own will, even if to
some degree he is the slave of love, of
sickness, of ambition , of greed , of fate .
Finding his own role is all part of the
personal pilgrimage, acted out in
conjunction with others who are taking
a similar pilgrimage .
By taking a stance at one step
removed from his fellow pilgrims,
Chaucer can more tolerantly and
philosophically react. Against an
obviously evil summoner and pardoner his indignatio need not be quite so
saeva. And with a worthy Knight and
a highly idealized Parson he does not
have to get too sugary, too unbelievable . With run-of-the-mill pilgrims,
ethically speaking, the Prioress or
the Franklin, he can tolerate the bad
and admire the good, with plenty of

THE
GREATNESS
OF
Chaucer's art is that he can so neatly
balance the roles as observer and
pilgrim. Chaucer watches life go by.
He shares. He enjoys. But he also
sees deeper meaning. All that human
experience as Controller of Customs
and Clerk of the Works was not
wasted. He blends action and import
so subtly no one would accuse him
of being a propagandist, of writing a
catechism.
This is the same Chaucer who could
live through such England-shaking
events as the Hundred Years War
and the Peasants Revolt, or for that
matter the Lollard Movement, and
only in the most disguised way reflect
his real loyalties. Obviously he did
not want to risk perquisites or pensions, caught between knights and
kings, peasants and establishment,
orthodoxy and heterodoxy, even
though he had twice served as a
soldier and at least once as an ambassador.
He did have personal feelings. That
the Parson was twice accused of being
a "loller" and repeated Wycliffite
slogans, without ever den ying the
charge, probably betrays where
Chaucer's sympathies really lay, even
though he was writing after Lollardry
had become a lost cause. The point
here is that he could express the truth
as he saw it without antagonizing or
propagandizing.
That very subtlety, however, might
have made him to some degree a
poets' poet, had he not had so many
other things in his favor for a larger
audience. Take the General Prologue.
At surface level the scene is one of
burgeoning spring, where even the
birds sleep with open eye and nature
pricks the whole cosmos alive.
Beneath all that, Chaucer is subtly
constrasting man's worldly passions
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with his otherworldly calling. Female
March is parched and dry, awaiting
her lover . Male April with his
"shoures sote" pierces her to the very
root and engenders the flowers of
love and life. Up to that point Chaucer
might be thought reasonably conventional, except for the vivid detail.
But without a pause he hits us with
serious purpose:
Than longen folk to goon
on pilgrimages.

Enjoying life physically is all tied
up with being a religious seeker.
That's what Chaucer the Pilgrim is
insisting. Spring time is Lenten tide .
Even the pagan word "lencten" is
symbolic. The days of the year lengthen , the days of man shorten , and it
is "tyd" good folk begin to meditate
about it. That's what pilgrimages were
all about, in spe if not in usu. The
"worthy" Knight knew that, even if
his "gypon" was still "bismotered ."
He'd made his vow. He had to fulfill
it. But the rest of the pilgrims don't
seem to have understood so clearly
that the road to Becket's shrine was
really the pilgrimage of life (except
maybe for the Wife of Bath, who
thought it fertile hunting grounds
for a sixth husband).
Chaucer the pilgrim probably conceals himself more effectively than
Chaucer the observer. But he is there
nonetheless, and not just in the final
wrap-up by the Parson or in the
Retraction. He is also there with the
moral philosophy of a Boethius and
a St. Paul and perhaps most of all
with St. Augustine.
As Bernard Huppe points out ,
Chaucer continually echoes Augustine, especially the De doctrina. Simply,
Augustine's view was that man on
earth was a wanderer seeking return
to his homeland. If he was too much
diverted by the "sweetness of the
journey" or the " pleasure of the
The Cresset
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vehicle" he became ensnarled and
sometimes never escaped. Austin also
taught that literature was an ideal
means to portray truth. Man could
never wholly withdraw from the
world, any more than Augustine
could withdraw into his mother's
garden. Man should use and enjoy
the world, but only as a means to a
higher end. Most of this "sentence"
probably reached Chaucer through
his reading of Boccaccio.
This is what the Parson was trying
to expound in the sermon which
concludes The Canterbury Tales. This
was the Celestial City the pilgrims
ought to be seeking, not an Infernal
Babylon, attractive though it might
seem. Once before, the Parson tried
to preach his sermon and was silenced
by the Shipman, symbolical of all
those shipmates in the world who
did not want to listen. Not that their
intentions were not good. Hadn't they
all once started with "ful devou
corage''? But somewhere in the course
of life most of the assembly had lost
both the "devoutnesse" and the
"corage."

contntwn and satisfaction, leading
directly to the heavenly Jerusalem.
Chaucer's original plan to have
each pilgrim tell four stories, two
going and two coming, fell by the
wayside. Perhaps his original timetable is reflected in The Tale of Beryn,
putting the pilgrims in Canterbury
for the Good Friday adoration of
the cross and the Easter obligation,
before starting back again on Easter
Monday.
Perhaps Chaucer simply wearied
of so long a task. Perhaps he realized
that the symbolical pilgrimage from
alehouse to cathedral was more meaningful than returning his assembly
to the Tabard. In any case the prologue of the Parson's Tale confirms
the change of plans:

IN ACCENT AND STRUCTURE
The Canterbury Tales further seem to
emphasize Chaucer's role as pilgrim .
In the General Prologue the seven
pilgrims from the realm of the Church
share almost equal lineage with the
nineteen "lewed" folk, as if the poetPilgrim wants to balance the claims
the Church against those of the world.
But perhaps he was simply carried
away by the intriguing personalities
of the "lered ."
The arrangement of the individual
tales may also be significant. The
first is that of the Knight, a highly
thought-of and worthy man, but one
whose world is more that of Venus,
Mars, Diana, chivalry, and chance
than of anything remotely Christian.
The last, the Parson's, sanctified by
"hooly thoght and werk," focuses on

To shewe yow the wey, in this
viage,
Of thilke parfit glorious pilgrymage
That highte Jerusalem celestial.
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Now lakketh us no tales more than
oon.

The Parson was to have last say. Even
the ebullient Host is daunted -he
swears not by God but by "cokkes
bones," under the priest's admonition.
The Parson is more than eager

Even the stage set is intended to
be impressive. The sun is declining
at "nyne" and twenty degrees, portending the waning lives of the "nyne"
and twenty pilgrims. Libra is climbing
into the heavens, the scales of divine
justice. The assembly is not even at
a real place like Canterbury or Southwark but at some unknown "thropes
ende," as intangible as the City of
God. It's almost as if Chaucer through
the Parson were renouncing his role
as human "maker" and turning things
over to a Diviner one.
Then there's that stern text from
Jeremiah: " Thus saith the Lord,

'Stand ye in the ways, and see, and
ask for the old paths, where is the
good way, and walk therein, and ye
shall find rest for your souls.' "
Chaucer even questions whether
literature is always the best art for
teaching. At any rate he has the
Parson admit he's not skilled at the
old alliterative style, "rum, ram, ruf,"
though the Anglo-Saxon poets were
as religiously motivated as the Parson.
The Parson's Tale is not the usual
kind. It's a sermon, a treatise, focusing
primarily on the seven deadly sins
and their accompanying virtues:
Pride and Humility, Envy and Charity, Anger and Patience, Wanhope
and Fortitude, Avarice and Generosity, Gluttony and Abstinence, Lechery and Chastity. True to his calling
the Parson is "a shepherde and noght
a mercenarie" (in Wycliffe a "hireling").
He does not point a specific finger
of guilt at each pilgrim-though all
recognize themselves. When he talks
about the "dronkenesse, that is the
horrible seputure of mannes resoun"
he may well have had in mind, among
others, the Pardoner, the pilgrim most
"envolouped in synne." When he
condemns "an outrageous array of
clothyng" he may have had in mind
the Prioress or Alisoun. But not all
is bad. Even if the Wife of Bath has
fallen victim to the sin of Lechery, at
least she's had the faith not to suffer
from Wanhope.
Chaucer the Maker also realizes
he is Chaucer the Sinner. Chaucer
the Observer is also Chaucer the
Pilgrim. From the foibles and fables
that make up the "greet mateere" of
The Canterbury Tales he mines divine
wisdom. Though still finding joy in
the natural world and the human
condition he envisions a Better World
and a Higher Good, allying himself
mystically to an intermediating Logos.
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John K. Luoma

E. E. CUMMINGS IN AN ESSAY
entitled "The Adult, the Artist and
the Circus: A Mildly Philosophical
Plea for the Performers, the Menagerie and the Freaks" contends that
nothing can shake my conviction
that a periodic and highly concentrated dose of wild animals . . . is
indispensable to the happiness of
all mature, civilized hwnan beings.
Were Congress to pass a bill
compelling every adult inhabitant
of the United States of America
to visit the circus at least twice a
year . . . I believe that throughout the entire country, four out
of five hospitals, jails and insane
asylums would dose down. It is
my hunch that, as an immediate
result of this simple legislation,
hundreds of cripples-lame, halt
and blind-would toss their infirmities to the winds, thousands of
ill-starred homes would break into
paeans of rejoicing and millions
of psychoanalysts would be thrown
out of employment.•

A New Form of Ministry In the Church?

While the results of his prescription
for the healing of civilization may
be slightly exaggerated, the prescription is based on a sound insight:
Cummings belief that people of the
twentieth century have lost touch with
their emotions, their feelings, their
bodies. They have succeeded in creating an orderly world, but the price
of purchase is the loss of the excitement that nature and the physical
can provide. For Cummings, the
circus is one of the few places left
where beauty and danger, order and
chaos exist side by side. As he puts
it, in the circus "living players play
with living. There are no tears produced by onion-oil . . . no pasteboard hovels and papiennache palaces,
no 'cuts,' 'retakes,' or 'N .G .'s' -and
George J. Firmage, ed., E. E. Cummings,
A Miscellany {New York : Argophile Press,
1

1958), p. 46.

John K. Luoma has taught Historical
Theology at Hamma School of Theology,
Springfield, Ohio. He has published in
' - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - both histon·cal and theological journals.
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no curtain-calls after suicide. At positively every performance Death
Himself lurks, glides, struts, breathes,
. "2
IS.

Another great writer of the twentieth century, D. H. Lawrence, makes
a similar observation about modern
life and the circus:
when I went to the circus that
had pitched on the waste lot
it was full of uneasy people
frightened of the bare earth and
the temporary canvas
and the smell of horses and other
beasts
instead of merely the smell of man.
He goes on to contrast the ability of
the children to relate to both animals
and performers with the inability of
the adults to relate to either. Modern
adults, he says, feel depressed when
they see the carnal body "playing
among the elements," for they have
no bodies. The children, on the other
hand, can enter into the life of the
circus even though
the strange, almost frightened
shout of delight that
comes now and then from the
children
shows that the children vaguely
know how cheated they
are of their birthright
in the bright wild circus of flesh. 3
WHAT HAS THE CLOWN TO
DO with all this? The clown more
than any other performer symbolizes
what the circus is about: a maintenance of a balance between the ordered
world and chaos. He makes us aware
of our lack of integration between
heart and mind and of the imbalance
we have created between civilization
and nature. He is a bothersome reminder that we really cannot control
our lives and that life truly lived is
not life always under control.
In modern society the last refuge
of the clown is the circus. Wolfgang
Zucker points out that the modern
Ibid., p. 48.
Diane Trilling, ed., The Portable D. H.
Lawrence (New York: Viking Press, 1942),
pp. 492-494.
2

3
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stage has rediscovered the clown only
in the last twenty years after he was
banned from it in the age of the
Enlightenment which had no appreciation for his pranks, playfulness,
or disreputable attire. 4 In the light
of the last few years, one might extend
this statement and claim that not only
is he reappearing on the stage, he is
also becoming part of the religious
life of the churches. 5 The increasing
visibility of the clown is stimulating
much discussion and research not
only concerning his origin and history
but also the significance of his reappearance in our time.6
Though the clown played an integral role in maintaining the vitality
of tradi tiona! society, as society
evolved in the West the clown was
progressively pushed from his role
in the center of religious life to the
margins of society.7 One continuing
element of his influence was the
unofficial celebration in the life of
the churches of Medieval Europe
called the Feast of Fools. Though
the church did its best to repress this
celebration, it continued strong for
several centuries. The Feast began
on January first at the point when
4 Wolfgang M. Zucker, "The Clown as the
Lord of Disorder," Theology Today, XXIV
(October, 1967), 307.
sAn increasing number of pastors are
actively undertaking clown ministry as an
important part of their work. In this regard
one might point especially to the Rev . Floyd
T. Shaffer of Detroit, Michigan, who is working
under a special grant from the American
Lutheran Church to extend the use of this
ministry in the churches. He has recently
produced a film entitled The Mark of the
Clown.
6 In addition to Zucker's article above see
Kenneth P. Feit, "The Priestly Fool," Anglican
Theological Review, suppl. 5 Uune,1975), pp.
97-108; Kenneth Hamilton and Thomas Haverluck, "Laughter and Vision," Soundings, LV
(Summer, 1972), 163-177; Seward Hiltner, 'The
Minister in the Human Circus," Pastoral
Psychology, XXII (December, 1971), 13-20;
Joseph C. McClelland, The Clown and the
Crocodile (Richmond, Virginia: John Knox
Press, 1970); Samuel H. Miller, "The Clown
in Contemporary Art," Theology Today, XXIV
(October, 1967), 318-328; W. R. Mueller, "God's
Fools," Theology Today, XXIII Uanuary, 1967),
538-550; William Willeford, The Fool and His
Scepter: A Study in Clowns and Jesters and
their Audiences (Northwestern University Press,
1969).

the liturgy of the day called for the
singing of the Magnificat. The words
of the Magnificat ("He has put down
the mighty from their thrones, and
exalted those of low degree") were
the signal for the younger clergy to
jump up and drive the bishop and
his assistants from the church. Then
the young men, dressed as clowns,
brought out wine and food, converted
the altar into a banquet table, and
shouted an obscene parody of the
mass. The documents condemning
these acts convey the impression that
they were ritualized outbreaks of
anarchy, temporary suspensions of
all distinctions of rank and status.s
Another point at which clowning
had a continuing impact on European
life was in the court jester or professional fool. The most complete account of this may be found in William
Willeford's The Fool and His Scepter.
The jester played a powerful role at
the court, for as Erasmus puts it: "it
[was] the privilege of fools alone to
speak the truth without offense."
According to Willeford, the fool
ridicules the ancient dream that
victory over chaos is possible or that
such a victory can be attained through
observance of the rules. The fool is
the "enemy of the boundaries."
Though people are strongly inclined
to believe the rational constructions
they impose on the world, the fool
reminds them that there is more to
reality and that any one who regards
any set of human ideas or institutions
as absolute will pay dearly for the
misplaced faith.9
One might say that this "enemy of
the boundaries" breaks down boundaries for the sake of the ultimate
boundary. The fool holds the social
world open to values that transcend
it and points out that there are possi1 On the role of the clown in traditional
society see R. Makarius, "Ritual Clowns and
Symbolic Behavior," Diogenes, LIX (Spring,
1970), 44-73; Paul Radin, The Trickster: A
Study in American Indian Mythology (New
York: Schocken Books Inc.,1972); J. H . Steward,
"The Ceremonial Buffoon of the American
Indian," Papers of the Michigan Academy of
Sciences, Arts, and Letters, XIV (Ann Arbor:
University of Michigan, 1931), 187-207.
8 Zucker, pp . 313-314.
9 Willeford, pp . 108-114.
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bilities beyond it. 10 The fool serves
as a necessary counter-balance to the
king, who also serves the ultimate
boundary-for we need institutional
order in order to live; but the king
tends to assume that God's will for
the world coincides with his own
reason. Willeford compares the king
to light and the fool to lightning. It
is necessary to have kings who transform the power of life into usable
forms such as electrical light, but it
is also necessary to have those who
remind us of a radical breaking in of
an ultimate power when we put too
much trust in our own creations.ll
If you have ever observed the dress
and behavior of a clown, you will
have noticed the many ways in which
he symbolizes his role as the "enemy
of the boundaries." He mixes and
confuses the symbols of attire by
which a society distinguishes social
roles and by this means exhibits his
contempt for all status. In most languages the word clown seems to drive
from the word "clod," which has as
its primary meaning "an undifferentiated lump." Willeford compares him
to the idea of the "primal lump ,"
i .e ., life before it took on some sort
of distinguishing order.l 2
The clown is also silent, as a person
is who is possessed by some higher
power, as a person is who lives in
the presence of the holy, for what
can a pe rson. say who has been in the
presence of God? Or, if he is not
silent, he is given only to an indistinguishable babbling like the ecstatic
utterance of those who speak in
tongues .13 Finally , there is the white
mask of the clown, a mask of death , a
mask that reminds us that however
hard we try to deny that there is a
final boundary to life, however hard
we try to secure ourselves against
that final boundary, we all finally
succumb to death .l4

I

IF ONE REFLECTS for a while
on the symbolism of the clown and
his role as the "enemy of the boundIbid., pp . 129-142.
n Ibid., pp. 151-159.
u Ibid., pp . 12-23.
n Ibid., pp . 28-29.
14 Zucker, p. 308.
10
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aries," he appears as a rather awesome
and threatening figure. Not at all
the kind of figure with which we
would associate laughter, and yet that
is exactly the most basic response he
evokes. How can one explain such a
contradiction? Part of the contradiction rests in our common understanding of religion . We tend to
assume that the only appropriate
behavior in the presence of the holy
is solemnity, and we equate solemnity
with dead seriousness.
One can gauge the depth of this
association of true religion with
solemnity, I would submit, by looking
back to the short film The Parable,
produced in 1964 for showing in the
Protestant pavilion at the New York
World's Fair.l5 You will remember
that in this film the clown is pictured
as a religious figure. The clown
disrupts the normal routine of the
circus by assisting certain oppressed
parties in the life of the circus and is
finally killed for it. Two members of
the pavilion steering committee resigned saying that the film was "sacrilegious and improper. ~' The fair
preside nt asked for the withdrawal
of the film -even though he had not
seen it -stating that he and his staff
had "grave doubts about the good
taste and validity of a film presenting
Jesus as a clown."
The intense reaction against the
film is e ven more interesting when
one considers that the producers of
the film intended no explicit identification between Christ and the clown,
that there are certain elements in
the film that speak against direct
identification, and that the film was
produced by a practicing Buddhist.l6
The Parable demonstrates that for
the most part we are unable to identify
laughter with religion, or at least
that we are conditioned not to do so;
and yet the clown with whom we
associate laughter is a profoundly
religious figure, a figure that would
seem to say that laughter in the
15 Prod.-Fred A . Niles Productions; for the
Protestant Council of the City of New York,
1964.
16 "Christ in Grease Paint, " Time, LXXXIII
(April 24, 1964), 79; "A Parable, " Christian
Century, LXXXI (May 27, 1964), 715-716.

presence of God is an appropriate
activity . In order to explain the
inability to associate laughter and
religion and how the two can exist
together in the clown, one must look
at the nature of laughter itself.
What is it that makes us laugh? or,
more precisely, why does the clown
make us laugh? It is hard to say
exactly, for there are many differences
of opinion on the question . Jakob
Jonsson in his book, Humour and
Irony in the New Testament, says there
are at least eighty different theories
as to the origin and cause of laughterP Most authors, however, seem
to argue for the basic theory of Henri
Bergson, spelled out some sixty-five
years ago in his book Laughter: An
Essay on the Meaning of the Comic-a
topic, incidentally, which he thought
he could cover in a few pages, but
which ended up as a full length book
some sixteen years in the making.
His theory can be summed up in
one brief phrase . That which makes
us laugh , suggests Bergson, is the
appearance of "something mechanical
encrusted on the living" (Du mecanique
plaque sur du vivant), or, put another
way, we laugh when we see that mere
form has taken precedence over
spirit. IS What life requires is a balance
between structure and elasticity. True
life has both structure and the ability
to adjust to new situations. When we
see mechanical behavior where life
should be present, we laugh.
Let us take for example a recent
comedy such as the Pink Panther Stn.kes
Again. The great Inspector Clouseau,
alias The Pink Panther, bumbles
through his life as a detective completely void of any of the talents a
good detective would have. He is
completely inattentive to the details
of any situation. Whatever the situation requires, he responds with
some action totally inappropriate. For
example, in order to recover from a
previous idiotic action that took place
in the exercise room , he tries to
17 Jakob Jonsson , Humour and Irony in the
New Testament (Rejkjavik: B6kautgafa Menningarsj6ds, 1965), p . 16.
18 Henri Bergson, Laughter: An Essay on
the Meaning of the Comic (New York: Macmillan, 1912), p. 46.
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impress the butler with his great form
on the parallel bars. Completely
oblivious to the fact that there is a
staircase just to one side of the bars,
he does a fancy dismount and goes
tumbling down the stairs right into
· the midst of the roomful of suspects
he is to interrogate. "The mechanical
encrusted on the living." Life acting
like a machine incapable of adjusting
to the situation.
By looking at Clouseau, we can
see why the clown makes us laugh.
He exposes to us the idiocy of living
our lives in allegiance to the principle
of order only. Life really lived requires something more than mere
mechanism, something more than
absolute allegiance to some humanly
constructed system of order. Here
we also have the explanation as to
why people have difficulty associating
religion with humor. As William
Lynch points out in his book Christ
and Apollo, humor is "the great enemy
of the univocal mind." The univocal
mind is willing to see reality from
only one point of view, and it affirms
that one point of view absolutely.
The source of laughter, the essence
of the clown, is to destroy such
presumption. Laughter and humor
in the world and in the church tend
to expose the presumption that we
are somehow in control of our own
lives, and that even God can only
speak through the forms which we
have developed for him. Therefore
Bergson describes laughter as a "social
gesture" which corrects our lack of
openness to the new possibilities of
life and toward a vision which would
encompass humanity in a single
community. 19
Another reason people have difficulty associating humor with religion is probably fear. The clown
makes it evident that the boundary
we try so hard to fix is not the final
boundary. There are new possibilities,
and acting on such can be a dangerous
and risky business. Here the clown
or the fool provides us with a mysterious assurance. No matter how
much he is beat upon or maligned,
he always emerges victorious. Because

he is in touch with the final boundary,
he is impervious to death. Thus
Inspector Clouseau can march into a
den of assassins from all the major
countries of the world and yet come
out alive; and Mime, the clown of
The Parable, reappears in the circus
caravan as it moves on to the next
town .
NOW, LEST ANY ONE THINK
I am asserting that we should start
worshipping clowns rather than
Christ, let me explain how Christianity is related to the comic vision and
to laughter and yet transcends it.
There is a perverse kind of humor
and a laughter that supports it. We
may call it laughter without ethics,
based on a cynical estimation of life.
People are pitiable creatures out for
what they can get; life is based on
deception , so one either keeps his
sanity by laughing at the situation
or he goes mad. The laughter that
comes out of such a situation endorses
self-seeking and a basic disregard by
people for their fellow humanity.
Interestingly enough, Jakob Jonsson
contends that with the rise of Christianity a new sense of the comic
entered the world. Ancient humor
was by and large pessimistic and
bitter, but Christianity had a cleansing
influence. With Christianity the history of humor shows an evolution
from the contemptuous toward the
sympathetic. While the Greek and
Roman aristocracy tended to view
the common people as ridiculous
fools, Christianity found no reason
to despise the lower class. How can
one explain this?20
Kenneth Hamilton offers an insightful explanation of the relation
between Christianity and comedy in
his examination of Soren Kierkegaard.21 Kierkegaard argues that the
tragic and the comic are both based
on contradiction: the tragic is the
suffering contradiction, the comic is
the painless contradiction. Tragedy
sees no way out of the human situation; it knows the ugliness and
suffering of life, but it perceives no
20
21

19

Ibid., pp. 15-34.
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Jonsson, pp. 255-257.
Hamilton, "Laughter and Vision,"pp.l68-

way out. Comedy also sees the ugliness and suffering of life, but it
perceives a way out. It has a sense of
the depth dimension of life and that
goodness will finally prevail.
Kierkegaard sees laughter and
comedy as a preparation for faith,
for the painless resolution of comedy
is a vision of the kingdom brought
prematurely to earth. Christian existence advances beyond comedy, for
through faith it provides the means
for living through the pain inherent
in the midst of suffering. The only
contradictions will continue to exist.
Christianity is joy, but it is joy found
in the midst of suffering. The ony
way out of moral failure is forgiveness
through God's action in Christ. Separation from God is the essence of
tragedy. Comedy is- based on the
premise that there is hope for humanity, but only the gospel of God's
becoming one with humanity in
Christ can deliver us from the despair
that can overcome laughter when it
meets the suffering and contradiction
of human life.
The fool or the clown, then, is not
necessarily the fool for Christ. Comedy can portray for us the fool who
confounds the wise. It can remind us
that the order of society or the church
is not the same as the moral order of
the universe, but ultimately it must
root itself in a source beyond all
institutions-faith in Christ. If we
will let it, comedy and the clown can
help us to become more human and
lead us into a deeper appreciation of
the humanity made possible for us
in Christ.
Comedy does this by pointing to
human weakness, often by using the
unmentionable bodily functions as a
chief source of material. On the stage
and in the circus it is often most
fully presented with the kick to or
the fall on the rear-end . Humanity
is made to walk upright, but it does
not seem able to remain in that
position for very long. The clown
witnesses to our full humanity; he
shuffles through the world with a
Chaplin walk and takes continual
pratfalls. In contrast, the self-sufficient
person strides through the world as
if he were a god.
19

Though he cannot redeem us, the
clown is a continuing witness to our
humanity. He will not let us forget
that when people believe themselves
to be self-sufficient and like gods,
they will sooner or later expose their
limitations through something like
an unexpected fall on their rear-end.
Not to recognize what the clown
exposes to us is to deny the full scope
of God's redemption, for it excludes
Christ from the most undignified part
of our life-from our inevitable sicknesses, suffering, and death. It is in
such situations that we meet that
unpleasant humanity that vomits,
excretes, and cries out in pain.
Conrad Hyers in a very interesting
article entitled "The Nativity as
Divine Comedy" asserts that the
incarnation has placed all human
classifications and gradations within
a "divine parenthesis." Citing the
words of the Magnificat that we earlier
saw ushered in the Feast of Fools:
"he has scattered the proud in the
imagination of their hearts; he has
put down the mighty from their
thrones, and exalted those of low
degree." Hyers comments that because of the incarnation all human
greatness is now challenged -it is as
nothing before God; and yet because
of this nothingness before God, even
the lowliest is of immeasurable value.
God has chosen what is weak and
foolish in the world to achieve his
purposes-he has descended to embrace the sick, the weak, and the
useless. If this is true, clowning and
comedy would seem to have great
potential for transforming church and
world, for giving hope to the hopeless
and power to the powerless by infom1ing them of God's standard of evaluation.22

LET US IN CLOSING RETURN
again to where we began: the circus,
the hope of the poet, and, it would
appear, a help to the churches. Seward
Hiltner, the eminent professor of
theology and personality at Princeton,
22 Conrad Hyers, "The Nativity as Divine
Comedy," Christian Century, XCI (December
11, 1974), 1171.
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suggests that a helpful m'etaphor for
understanding the ministry might be
the role of the clown in the circus.23
In addition to the clown, the classic
circus contains many different kinds
of people : performers, administrators,
freaks, maintenance personnel, and
concessionaires. Within this number
the clown plays the important role
of comic relief. This is especially true
in relation to the virtuoso performers
because he provides a freedom from
the need to empathize with virtuosity.
Though we admire the skill of the
performers, we know that we certainly
are not capable of such. The clown's
projects are closer to us; they never
come off well, and we can empathize
with him in his failure. The clown
has skill, but it is a skill that capitalizes
on weakness rather than on great
artistic performance. A circus without
a clown would be a circus without
true humanity. Without the clown
we might be entertained by the virtuoso performers, but we would leave
the circus with a tense feeling created
by the knowledge that we could never
imitate their greatness.
Though the clown could not do
what he does without the virtuosity
of his fellow performers, they would
also be lost without him, for he
mediates between their skill and our
ambivalent reaction to it. Without
him the circus would provide more
frustration than good feeling.
The minister nowadays, says Hiltner, has many different groups of
people asking him to state his role.
They want him to be like one or the
other of the six functionaries in the
circus. Some want him to be the
virtuoso performer; some, a freak
who can attract multitudes into the
church because of unusual qualities;
some, a master administrator who
can keep the church financially afloat
no matter what happens; some, a
spiritual salesman; and even a few
who think of him as a maintenance
man.
The minister cannot flatly turn
down any of these five functions.
23 Seward

Hiltner, "The Minister in the
Human Circus," Pastoral Psychology, XXII
(December, 1971), 13-20.

There may be points in his career
when he must fulfill all these tasks,
and he must be ready for them. Yet
while this is true, the minister is most
like the clown. What does this mean?
Like the clown, he assists people in
seeing their lives from a different
angle of vision, helping them to a
realistic view of their strengths and
weaknesses. The ordinary Christian
admires the saints, but he knows he
is no more like them than the virtuoso
performer. Like the clown the minister mediates their virtuosity, pointing
out that one need not be a virtuoso
performer in order to be a valuable
human being. The people may laugh
at the minister's crazy plans and crazy
visions and his frequent failures, but
in so doing they catch a vision of
humanity with which they can empathize and which allows them to
accept their own humanity.
However, the minister's task does
not end with providing his people
occasions for realizing their humanity.
The essence of his task begins where
the clown and comedy end in that
he shifts their empathy to God's action
in Christ so that they can know their
total acceptance and receive a promise
that can provide them with hope in
whatever tragedy they face.
There are certainly limits to how
far one can use the analogy of the
clown to describe the role of the
minister and even the church . We
often get .caught up in a fadishness
in theology as well as in the church.
We have theologies of hope, theologies of the cross, theologies of liberation, theologies of joy, theologies
of play, . . . and on and on. I am
not now looking for a theology of
the clown or a theology of humor. I
would contend, however, that the
incarnation calls upon us to discuss
what the new humanity promised us
in Christ means for us in our time,
and therefore I look for the clown in
Christ and the humor in his humanity. I think the current attention given
to the clown and to humor in the
church is evidence of the ongoing
concern with the humanity of God
and its implications for our situation.
In this sense I affirm it and look
forward to its development.

tJ.
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SIDEWALK A5YLUMS
I

In the corner house , I'm told,
a little boy lives who knows
the names of three dead fish.
I watched him shout to the moon
in Greek one night-he believes
his brain is still in heaven.

II
Through the eye of a bird
I watch November fill
the calendar with wings
of leaves and toes of snow.

III
On the first day of my death
I shall see twice the once I saw.
I shall write sonnets to
the robin who befriended
me in life. I shall stand
with infant-joy before the
clockwork of the seasons.
I shall breathe the perfume
of the rose while still a seed.
And I shall hear the voice
of my beloved who won't be
born for a thousand years.

IV
A rock explodes beneath
a wave in the Pacific;
and all the journalists
write on the prospects of
immortality in our lifetime.

v
Far away in the next block
an old lady is on her way
to bring me an apple she
has made herself.

VI
The random voices of crickets
hint at psalms unwritten;
their notes echo through the sky
an oblivion all must feel.
ART STEIGER
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WILLIAM A. BUEGE, JR.

Dear Judith,
This is a very sad story about me, your mother. But I
feel you are old enough now, and need to know.
It happened many years ago. I was only a little older
than you are now. I was young and alive-carefree as a
lark. My body was just becoming beautiful. Men often
glanced at me as they walked past our shop. And my
face still had the slim and innocent look of a little girl. I
had long slender fingers and shining black hair. Roses
lit my cheeks. I could feel my eyes and lips constantly
smiling. It was the springtime of my life, and a very,
very happy springtime it was.
In the morning when I'd awaken, the dew felt fresh
and cool on my lips as I kissed the trembling blossoms
in our garden. At noon the warm sun turned my face as
it turned each flower. And in the evening, hushed by
the warm, sweet air, tired from the joys of the day, I
lazed on our porch, teased by the boys in our neighborhood. I always went to bed early and slept-soundly.
And my sleep was filled with dreams.
In the spring of my fourteenth year the great Matthias,
richest man in all our town, announced the marriage of
his son Jeremiah to Elizabeth, a poor but beautiful maiden.
Of course there was much talk, but . . . that isn't
important for what I have to tell you.
The marriage was to be the event of the summer.
Everyone was invited. And ten of us, .. . of the glorious
ten it was to be . . . were chosen to lead Jeremiah and
Elizabeth from the party to their bedroom.
What a time. Our neighbors quickly learned that I
was one of the beautiful ten chosen maidens. Were your
grandpa and grandma proud! Grandma glowed as she
sewed my new dress. Grandpa fed me his specially
grown grapes and figs-to make me glow like the moon,
he told me. I was kissed and pampered and prepared for
the radiant event. And even Uncle Bill polished my
lamp for me.
Then , almost too soon, the day was on us. I and the
other girls spent the long day dressing. Shortly after
supper we met at the gate of Matthew's house. We chattered
and giggled. Passing boys whistled at us. The hot evening
breeze teased our curls and wrapped our dresses tightly
around us.

W£ll£am A. Buege, ]1: has published previously in The Cresset,
having furnished the imaginative text for "Jonah and the
Whale," (XL: 1 & 2 [November/ December, 1976119-27), to
accompany the etchings by Arthur Geisert. Readers may want
to read St. Matthew 25:1-13 in connection with this letter of
Buege's.
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We ·heard the party growing merrier. Shouts and
songs rang out in the nighttime air. People inside were
eating, drinking, and enjoying themselves, while we
ten , specially chosen, sat outside the gate, kept company
by only the waning moqn, the glimmer of our lamps,
and an occasional stray dog.
Oh , dear, dear Judith, how precious time is and how
disappointing g1·eat events so often become to young
and joy-filled girls. Oh, dear daughter Judith, your
mother has a dreadful thing· to tell you. First I leaned
against the wall. Then I sat beside my lamp. And then,
waiting for the groom who would not come, Judith, I
fell asleep.
But I was not alone. So long did Jeremiah delay that
all ten of us, watched over by a fickle moon, slept and
dreamed of clays not far away when we too would be
brides at our own parties.
Suddenly we heard shouting. "Get up girls. It is
midnight. The bridegroom is coming." The moon had
set and our lamps had all g-one out. We awoke in blackness.
Some of us were crying. We all tried to wipe the sleep
from our eyes. We began to relight our lamps for the
ceremony, one by one.
And, Judith, mine would not relight. To this day I
believe in the bottom of my heart that someone stole the
oil from my lamp. I know I had brought more. Uncle
Bill remembers he had sent more with me. I wasn't
alone. Some of the other girls, stupid ones, also could
not light their lamps. And of course, the girls who had
enough would give us none. "Go get some at the store,"
they shouted at us as we stumbled hurrying to our
homes to find more.
I have walked in black nights since then Judith. But
never, never in my life has a night been so utterly black
and without life.
By the time I got back to Jeremiah's house, everyone
had already gone inside. Some of the others had also
returned with lit lamps. We knocked at the locked door
and cried, "Let us in, oh let us in. We have found oil for
our lamps."
But Jeremiah only scowled at us through the slit in
the door, and he, whom I had known and played with
since I was a little girl, said to me, "Foolish maiden, I do
not know you. Now go, and leave us alone."
And that is the story, Judith. I became known as the
foolish maiden. I married a carpenter, but he left me .
Then I married your father.
All my life I have thought about this one event, this
one night so many years ago. Even now I scarce ly know
what to make of it. But I do know this much: Judith,
trust no one. Never give anything to anyone unless you
are absolutely sure you will be paid back. Only be true
to yourself. Then it will follow, as the night the day, you
will not be dishonored by any man.

r

All my love ,
Mother
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CROSS-COUNTRY

Porchlit houses in the valley
by the highway, forts against
the darkened trees; these nights we
drive past, glancing dubiously,
imagining they have warmth.
Nothing is less intricate than this;
The wooden leaves, the comfortable
trees, the night sky alternately
starry and not-starry. We weig·h
our haste upon that valley
as if we could ever cease.
The road, in any case, is limited in access;
We speed, but speed judiciously, keeping
to ourselves our lane, beam our
attitudes toward prospective exits
cautiously, like artists following
numbers, coloring the lines
which serve as demarcation
and as homes.

BRUCE ROBINSON
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PHOTOGRAPHIC IMAGES

California: Point Lobos-Carmel
California: Redwoods
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The reproductions here and on the front covers are of four color
photographic prints in the California series frqm George Strimbu 's

"The American Landscape Study, New York to California. " George
Strimbu teaches photography at Valparaiso University.

BY GEORGE STRIMBU
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REVENIR

Should I tell you
the trip was
like a round rubber ball
rolling along down the groove
of your assumptions
about travel abroadbikini sun and sidewalk cafes
unexpected bagpipers lining up for a parade
and oh yes the greatest show at Tivolior should I say
that I sat six hours a day
deciphering an oak tree
and tell you how the sun
glanced off the wind tossed
and nearly waved through
to me.

.-

SWINGING IN HER RED COAT

TAIZE

Swinging from the oak in her red coat
Swinging from child to nearly not child
She plays alone
Singing to herself a longing song.

The Christmas letter
not sent
not saying
that the best spent
year of our lives
was thisin the not doing of all the doing
we had done ,
in the not saying of all we could have said
but rather thinking
of a far off
coming near
in the stopping silent space of the heart.

I am longing for the child in the red coat
Longing for the winging of a child's voice
Longing for a longing song
My daughter will hear,
Yet she swing and sings
And I am silent above her
In the tower of my life
In the age not child.

JAN BOWMAN SWANSON
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JAMES A. HALSETH AND BRUCE A. GLASRUD

CIVIC VIRTUE AND THE DEMOCRATS

POLITICAL COMMENTATORS
who are either not dazzled by the
personality of President Jimmy Carter
or absorbed in psychoanalytic investigation of a figure so new to American
politics have focused increasing attention on the prospects of Republicans.
That is probably a relatively desolate
avenue of inquiry. Of course, the
energetic new right grouped loosely
around Ronald Reagan, et a/., continues to pose a challenge to the traditional center of the party. Just as
surely the presidential election of
1976 indicate~ that the Republican
administration was at least partially
hostage to the conservative activist
majority within the GOP. But the
Reagan candidacy was as detached
from real centers of national power
as was that of Senator Barry Goldwater in 1964. A Republican administration with Nelson Rockefeller and
Henry Kissinger in prominent positions did represent a central locus
of American political power associated
with multinational corporations, large
oil companies, leading financial institutions, and the brain and economic
power which symbolized the place
and position of the United States in
the world arena. Yet it seems clear
that Ronald Reagan is more popular
among majorities of Republican
voters than anyone associated with

fames A . Halseth is an Associate Professor of History and Chairman of the
Division of Social Sciences at Paafic
Lutheran University; Bruce A. Glasrud
is an Associate Professor of History at
California State University-Hayward. Each
received his PhD in History from Texas
Tech University. Among their other joint
publications is The Northwest Mosaic:
Minority Conflicts in Pacific Northwest History.
November/ December, 1977
-_

the previous Republican administrations.
Although the internecine struggles
of the Republican Party thus continue
to attract interest, they are probably
not central to outcomes in American
politics. As a minority party Republican numbers have dwindled below
even the unorganized independents.
Few Republican candidates can be
helped in a general election by party
identification since the polls reveal
that between 18 and 21 per cent of
registered voters now associate themselves with that party. In any case,
candidates for public office will need
to pretend not to be too Republican.
In a certain sense the Republican
party will only incidentally be involved in election outcomes, even
though Republican candidates may
well win important, even presidential,
elections. The real question on the
political agenda, however, is the
ability of the national Democratic
party to govern. The Democrats have
defaulted before and may do so again.
They find it easy.
For the majority party is more a
majority than a party, and such a
woeful condition is not especially ~~w
to the national Democratic party.
During the middle period of the
nineteenth century, as the consensus
majority of Jacksonian Democracy
splintered into antagonistic sectional
and economic factions, national Democratic candidates such as Lewis Cass,
Franklin Pierce, James Buchanan,
and Stephen A. Douglas, some
elected, some not, shared the common
attribute that none represented anything of particular value to the nation.
Each was able to rely, however , on a
party identification strategy as the
central source of electoral strength.
Two, Pierce and Buchanan, employed
the strategy to achieve electoral sue-

cess; Lewis Cass was outstripped by
the candidate identification aroused
by military hero Zachary Taylor.
Stephen A. Douglas was deservedly
overwhelmed by issues which had
grown to festering sores largely as a
consequence of the party identification strategies pursued by the three
previous nominees of the Democratic
party and symbolized by his own
career in politics. In that way, the
1860 election and its bloody aftermath
was witness to the formation of a
new party, an extraordinary candidacy, and a kind of issue orientation
uncommon in American politics,
which lasted through the creative
years of the Reconstruction era. But
the defeat of Douglas in 1860 also
marked the repudiation of a political
party with a majority allegiance which
had not served the nation effectively
for years. The national Democratic
party did not recover its majority
status until the Great Depression.
THE NATIONAL DEMOCRATic party in 1976, reeling from two
successive electoral defeats while at
the same time increasing its majority
status, was urged by its mainline
leadership to nominate a relatively
innocuous candidate who could secure
the greatest electoral benefit from
party identification. Potential candidates such as Hubert Humphrey and
Edmund Muskie, perhaps Henry
Jackson or Lloyd Bentsen, presumably would have run principally as
loyal party men beckoning some
portion of the Roosevelt coalition from
its slumber. Just as in the pre-Civil
War period, a party identification
strategy offered approximately a fiftyfifty chance of electoral success. But,
it is not altogether saddening to reflect
that it never came to pass. First,
Democratic politicians feared that the
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southern wing of the party would
likely mount a Wallacite claim on
the national party even more insistent
than those of comparable forces over
a century ago . To be sure, George C.
Wallace represented in early 1976
more than a capacity for mischief.
Thus it followed that southern Democrats could, in all likelihood, prevent
the national Democratic party from
any issue orientation directed toward
the solution of grievous problems
facing the nation's major urban institutions. In any case, rancorous social
conflicts, racial and ethnic animosities, corrosive economic decline, and
the loss of confidence in public policy
and its agencies were not questions
those seeking electoral triumph
through a majority party identification strategy wished to pursue in
anything more than the most superficial or demogogic fashion. And,
indeed , the 1976 campaign may have
been less edifying than most.
Of course there was a relative
plethora of relatively obscure Democrats speaking to serious issues from
widely diverging perspecti ves. The
melodious tones of former Georgia
Governor Jimmy Carter's New South
liberalism were contested by what
Arizona Representative Morris Udall
hoped would be a more soothing
and muted western version of George
McGovern's 1972 campaign rhetoric.
One witnessed, too, the usual intensity
from Sargent Shriver, who seemed
nostalgia's leading entry. Senator
Birch Bayh of Indiana tested the
appeal of middle western liberalism
once again, and long shots Terry
Sanford, Milton Schapp, and Fred
Harris sought with comparable success to generate enough name identification to be heard on a variety of
isues. Fred Harris' promise to "get
the big hogs out of the trough" at
least added color to an otherwise
rather blanched roster of prospects.
However , the liberals did not want
to run against the party again and

30

that insured that primary season
coalition building was less precisely
targeted than George McGovern's
assault on the party four years earlier.
With the exception of Harris and
perhaps one or two others, Democratic candidates sought to hold the
big labor, defense-related industrial
state coalition husbanded so carefully
by cold war liberals from Harry S.
Truman to Washington Senator Henry Jackson. But what all seemed to
overlook in the primary season was
the effect of a revivified solid South,
masterminded by Georgia forces for
Carter.
NEVERTHELESS, THE PROBlems facing the party remained essentially the same. Post-convention
party leaders believed they had in
Carter a nominee whose greatest
electoral appeal was based on party
identification whether in the North
or the South. After all, the strategy
had worked before. Given the economic woes of the country and the
equally depressed state of the postWatergate Republican party, Democratic party managers had reason for
optimism.
The fact is, most citizens do not
believe that party managers are people
who really know what is wrong with
the country or how to solve its most
vexing problems. Maybe party managers can solve the problem of unity
among Democrats; even that is not
easy following an election, and of
course stability within the nation's
oldest purely political institution does
carry with it some obvious benefits.
Yet nearly a third of the electorate
has renounced party identification.
It is the issue orientation of particular
candidates which attracts the most
active, useful, and informed citizen
participation. That participation is
the key index of national political
health.
Whatever one thinks of the quality
of the issues symbolized by Governor

Wallace, he likely had at one time in
1976 the largest political following
of any Democratic politician with
the exception of Massachusetts Senator Edward Kennedy. Unless other
Democratic candidates could counter
the Governor from Alabama with an
issue orientation, or, in the case of
Carter, a personal organization of
comparable appeal, Wallace would
have remained the most popular
candidate contesting for the nomination at the convention. If that had
occurred, it would have been due
mainly to the timidity of campaign
strategists who insisted on party
identification as the safest route to
electoral victory. Another course
might be too much to ask of political
parties; after all, they are usually
said to exist principally to win elections. Other public institutions are
presumably more significantly
equipped to address the national
malaise seriously. To arrest the exploitation of community in so complex a society not only engages the
energy of existing institutions but
quite possibly involves the creation
of new ones as well. But political
parties occupy a crucial position
within the complex web of public
institutions whose credibility and
efficacy are viewed with increasing
skepticism.
The offered party solutions will
not serve to diminish public unease.
The post-Watergate Republican Party
seems inclined to rest the blame for
the multiple woes brought on by
scandal and electoral defeat on the
shoulders of alleged amateurs imported from the advertising agencies.
Democrats for their part claim determination to avoid the amateurism
which purportedly accounted for the
McGovern disaster. The solution in
the case of both parties is an inclination to return to politics as usual
with well seasoned technicians, bureaucrats, and party regulars firmly
in command. And yet one hopes the
· The Cresset

THE INITIATION
Carter administration recognizes that
the political failures of recent years
owe less to the participation of ordinary citizens than to the collapse
of public leadership in face of the
decline of what one might call civic
virtue or civic probity.
IN THIS CONTEXT IT IS
interesting to recall that Machiavelli
considered the presence of this quality
of civic virtue among the populace
to be the essential condition for the
preservation of republican government and the rule of law. He thought
it is precisely the decline of civic
virtue which leads to tyranny and
arbitrary government. With the decline of civic virtue, the probity of
self is blurred, and soon making the
trains run on time becomes the chief
symbolic object of the political proc~ss. In the absence of something so
archaic as civic virtue the public
"thing" cannot go on. The quality of
public service erodes, the attractiveness of public events disfigures, the
buoyancy of public life fades, and
citizens come to hope less for imaginative leadership than for even mediocre leaders who need convincingly
to demonstrate only that they are
not hooligans. Or, even worse, citizens
are asked to support merely the least
corrupt. Finally, the bond of public
confidence is shattered by the ever
present danger of political violence.
To be identified closely with controversial issues or high position is to
risk one's life. In that kind of political
culture, it is essential that the major
institutions of political life, the political parties, do far more than satisfy
themselves with gaining political
power as a cause for existence. In
short, the Democratic party should
be expected to demonstrate that it
can uphold the common weal.
Just as the United States deserved
something better from its majority
party prior to the Civil War, so today
it also requires something better.

July, the sun in Cancer.
A priest at poolside,
hand tremolando.
"I have not left the church yet; with guts,
I'll do it in September."
The priest excuses himself to the men's room.
Bernardo Strozzi, painter, left the Genoese Capuchin Order;
was taken in by Venice, city-state that harbored exiles.

The priest returns to the wine, a Costa da Sol.
"I was in Korea, ·in Chemical Warfare .
Came back insomniac with sacraments
to hold confessional
alto relievo: in high relief.
Again the priest to the men's room.
Returns to the paper bag, and then
to lie on the plastic chaise beside me.
Drops the styrofoam cup.
The wine ferments the webbing.
Mezzo-cammin: at 48, Bernardo aging.
His hands, those plastic sponges.

"Forgive me, I think of the things I would do to you"
"For your own sake, I would try
The sloth that eats in solitude
itself, the gnatlike softness:
He says
"You'll let me kiss you?"
Strozzi's first Venetian modello was for an altarpiece:
the wounded Saint Sebastian, restored to ltfe by Saint Irene.

I look into Sebastian's face, the archer's target.

ARLENE STONE

tJ
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. . - - - - P O E T R Y - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - LEWIS HORNE---:

His main concern is to be loved. Other people
disappoint him, as does his own concept of
himself. He wants and waits for perfection,
finding all else unsustaining. He cannot accept
the plainness, the greyness of reality, and can
only exist with possibilities.
-Simon Sobo, "Narcissism
and Social Disorder"

THE CITY OF NARCISSUS
All the streets run one way. But they turn
back always to the beginning in case you missed
some point of interest, passed
a memorial that marks
what you are not but would most like to be.
All traffic
lights burn
for your convenience, point to possibility,
the relief of certainty
that you can gather from grey streets and littered parks.
Whatever could they mark-grey and litterunless the need you see on every sidewalk, glimpse on every ride
down the turnpike of your bloodway, for the assuring curve of a melody
and rhythm
none can better?
You have a thousand eyes and every eye will see
what you try to be,
where you try to go on the self-exploring road.
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Build it out of eclogues if you will
Be as virtuosic as you wish.
From your favorite dish,
take sift of private measure.
A plague upon all strangers who complain .
If this
doesn't fill
their bill , your every eye is on you just the same.
For all those eyes it's plain:
you fill their bills, stuffed and certain with your Rathers.
It's yours alone rising on a peak
so high the heavens must give way, the air
so purified and rare
it shores your lungs alone .
-But how mind-breaking! What a drag!
Each morning
when you wake
to hear only your humming traffic, trace the zigzag
load of switched-on ragand-bone industry, jail each bored groan . ..
Your laws may be as virtuous as you claim.
It may be there's no cover-up at a ll.
No king will ever fa ll ,
you say, from that throne .
Still, such invented courses raise
panic
all the same.
Your masses might turn on you, migh t u n learn the praise
you taught them phrase by phrase.
You might be revolting-standing there a lone.

I
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.-------------------------------------------------------------LEWIS

HORNE------~

THE LITTLE IRRITATIONS
This creaking chair. . . . My office-neighbor could
make a diary of movement, post
recline and wriggle, the skid on whee ls, page
by dull lapsing page.
Unmusical and everyday as burlap,
feisty and Kin g-size in their irritative
power, as numerous as camper-trucks
on 4th of Jul y highwaysthey're flags that mark us in our neighborhoods,
these squeaks and grunts, inescapable;
they're part of our rattle , rattling in the passing,
along with hate and love.

CONSPICUOUS
You flap your arms in the wind. Your fl ags
of clothes send semaphore
of fact, for peeled you are and torn
of disguisin g and protecting
rind. You stand like a mountain. Seams
are sharp as coral. Sun
is infinite with lig·ht through which
you break cacoon- fa lsetto.
About you r fee t a lon e mosquito
ne ttl es, settling in .
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THEATER- WALTER SORELL

REMARKS ON THEATER
IN THREE CITIES

LUZERN.-"ALL MY LIFE I
have searched for God and found
the devil," August Strindberg wrote
in Inferno. "Born with homesickness
for heaven, I already felt strange and
homeless as a child among my relatives and in this society . . .. " Tortured as his mind was between good
and evil, between a poetic concept of
life and the factual reality, he tried
to unmask the human psyche on stage
in a most ruthless way.
His Dance of Death, which I saw
.again in a competent but not totally
absorbing production during the
Festival weeks in Luzern, is an apotheosis of premeditated hatred. It is a
study in depth of the torment through
which a married couple may go. The
emotional void in which they live is
symbolized by the isolated island on
which they delight in torturing each
other. There is Strindberg's disgust
written all over the slightest gestures,
over the most fleeting remark of the
Captain and his wife, and it is written
with demonic power and vitriolic ink.
Any production that tries to softpedal the viciousness hovering over
the dramatic events and to mute the
harshness of the Munch quality inherent in the play's mood defeats Strindberg's purpose. It was fascinating to
November/ December, 1977

see how the Luzerner production
attempted to create a stage image of
people haunted by their inner lostness . But in eschewing the trap of
any extreme characterization, it lost
the sharpness of attack; the hatred
seemed veiled. It is certainly difficult
to envision a stage image in which
an orgy of hatred predominates and
does not turn into a caricature of
itself.

ZURICH.-GEORGES FEYDEAU
raised the vaudeville comedy to an
artistic genre simply because of his
unrivaled ability to make masterpieces of theatrical entertainment out
of human weaknesses which actually
are of little interest and consequence.
Shakespeare fashioned a great tragedy
about such a minor incident as a
handkerchief falling into the hands
of the wrong person, a scheming
fellow who uses the handkerchief to
instill a hot-tempered man with jealousy, finally leading to homicide and
the death of an innocent person.
When I saw Feydeau's farce The
Flea in the Ear at the Zurcher Schauspielhaus I wondered what intricate
plot Feydeau would have concocted
out of the same basic idea. Jealousy

and the fear of being discovered while
having or trying to have an affair
the major ingredients of his comedies.
His favorite theme is the tremendous
effort on the part of one partner to
find out about the degree of unfaithfulness of his spouse. Take a Parisian
lady suspecting her husband of being
unfaithful; let her ask a friend to
write a love letter inviting him to a
rendezvous, let the letter get into the
hands of another man, and let the
husband of this friend be a Spaniard
whose jealousy and gun are quite
articulate. Add to it a case of mistaken
identity; bring skilfully together those
characters who are most desirous of
avoiding each other and do it at a
moment and place least expected.
Let the action move as fast as possible,
and one misunderstanding will triumphantly lead to the next.
Feydeau was a smart architect of
such plots. His fertile imagination
was interested only in the funny side
of human behavior, which he exploited to the very last laugh. In a
way his comedies are social studies
of the life of the petit bourgeois, but
the only conclusions he draws are
those of laughter.
One may be contemptuous of such
boulevard plays, but they served a
need in Feydeau's day as they do
now. Tired of our newspapers' headlines and the black humor with which
we try to gloss over our miseries,
Feydeau still offers innocent fun. Of
course, he is out of tune with our
rime. But so is time itself. He made
me smile quite often and laugh aloud
three or four times. How grateful
one is for any laugh today, even if
the breath of it must blow away some
accumulated dust.
At certain points one wants Feydeau
to be faster and even more ludicrous
than he is and feel a heavy jolt at pat
situations which, however, are unavoidable in a play aiming at a
caricature of manners and full of a
series of uproarious situations. There
is a devilish machinery in such a
comedy, and only a very smooth
performance can really bring it off.
I once saw a brilliant production of
it with British actors. Those in Zurich
more or less slapsticked through it.
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LONDON.-THE NATIONAL
Theatre, fully subsidized as it is, can
afford to mount a play with a big
gesture. In 1919 Aldous Huxley stated
that Ben Jonsoni's Volpone "would
get very little appreciation from a
London audience today ." Huxley
would be surprised to find Volpone a
solid theatrical hit at the National
Theatre in 1977. When England's
mercantile euphoria in 1606 inspired
Ben Jonson to harangue his contemporaries over their blatantly displayed greed, we must concede that
hardly anything has changed in the
last 37 years, except that Volpone's
and Mosca's scheming and duping
are being continued on a global level.
The great number of colossal scandals
enables us to identify easily with the
events on stage and even with Jonson's
big grin- Every Man in His Humour.
At the very end he has the dupers as
we ll as the duped punished: the
former for their greedy meanness
and the latter for their greedy stupidity. Nowadays, of course, the judges
and mankind are more lenient towards the petty crooks and big criminals.
Only two minor characters in this
play show some innocence of heart,
but the fact that they are suspect at
first and then exonerated hardly
touches us. In a world of so much
immorality our mind begins to wallow
in an excess of vice and becomes
nolens volens infected by it. Moreover,
Ben Jonson 's plot is handled with so
much, skill that we cannot help enjoying the play-acting of the two
major plotters, we cannot help being
intrigued by their intrigues. The
entire play is an apotheosis of viciousness and the only redeeming factor
is the caricature-like stupidity of those
who take great pleasure in being
duped .
Most of the characters are types,
and all the productions of Volpone I
have seen so far indulged in typecasting. The National Theatre tested
the strength of the play be casting
the two major parts against all expectation: Paul Scofield does not have
the figure of an elderly man blinded
by g reed , obsessed with the id ea of
enmassing fortunes for mere money's
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sake. There is nothing mean about
him . He has always impressed me as
a hero type, a man ready to fight
and die for his ideas and convictions.
And , as it seems, my impression is
fortified by the fact that Paul Scofield
as an actor has been Paul Scofield
first and last. Mosca's character is
that of a slimy, mean fellow with scary,
Mephistophelean features. But Ben
Kingsley has the appearance of a little
man with Oriental gestures and behaviorisms, ready to sell his and his
fellowmen 's souls for the slightest
profit.
In spite of the voluptuous costumes
and a workable decor which enabled
a swift change from scene to scene,
the entire production coasted pleasantly along the surface. It was Volpone
without Ben Jonson 's bits.

ON OBRASZOW AND
PUPPETS AT LARGE
THE STATE PUPPET THEATRE
of Moscow, under the guidance of
its mastermind Sergej Obraszow, came
to Zurich to premiere its latest show
called "Don Juan 77."
Why did he choose this theme and
the form of a musical? He gives the
answer to it in the theater bill: "The
musical has become fashionable. Every
new direction the arts take is fine- but
every fashion in the arts is bad. It is
a disease, and something must be
done against it. But what? One tries
to parody it.'' And this he did in a
hilarious way. But he did much more.
He gave the puppet theater a new
dimension by adding cinematic effects
to the stage effects of a musical.
Moreover, he wrapped his animated
stories into the tissue paper of cabaretlike lightness. The way he tells his
stories is characterized by the espn·t
of a man who knows how to light up
the cycloramic sky with color and
wit. He chose the story of Don Juan
because, as he said, everyone is
familiar with this legendary figure
and his adventures, with this fascinating man spelling ruin for so many
women : who could not help loving

this story? With this in mind Obraszow created a series of dramatic
vignettes which gave him the opportunity to have Don Juan escape
hell-after his well-known encounter
with Donna Anna-and to flee from
one country to the other around the
world, persecuted by the Devil and
Don Pedro, the Commandant. To
whatever place Don Juan flees, the
circumstances in which and the
inevitability with which he meets
another type of Donna Anna is comic
in itself.
The parody of the musical is quickly established. All his characters dance
and sing. His animals, too, become
involved in the choreographic concepts. He even makes a horse sing a
lament. The theme demands a great
deal of kissing and loving, but everything is done with finesse and taste.
They love and sing; they fight and
sing; they kill and sing; they even
go on singing after being killed. The
music emphasizes the character of
the parody and makes, in a inost
sophisticated manner, good use of
jazz, famous operas, and musicals.
The language in which Obraszow's
characters speak and sing is a gibberish Esperanto with words taken
mainly from the native language of
the region where Don Juan happens
to escape to: America, Russia, Italy,
the Orient, Mexico, a tropic island,
or Japan.
BY NOW SERGEJ OBRASZOW,
one of the finest puppeteers of our
time, has created nearly sixty puppet
shows. Of these I may have seen a
dozen or so. But his latest work proves
him to be the master of a craft which
he can extend beyond established
rules and patterns. He does not create
his shows for children, but for the
child in man, with great sophistication
and a fine feeling for style. He knows
about the poetry in whatev::r happens
on his tiny stage and sees with the
eyes of a painter.
Since theater is make-believe, if
we as children are puppets and marionettes it must of necessity give us
an early feeling for and understanding of the theater. We then get better
acquainted with the reality of everyThe Cresset

thing unreal, with the unreal of all
reality. It is a rare experience these
days to leave a theater with the
lingering sensation of having been
present at something very beautiful
and enriching. Seeing this work set
a string of thoughts and memories
in motion for me.
About sixty-six years ago I witnessed something that, at that time,
seemed to me a marvel of colors and
movement. Richard Teschner's marionette theater in Vienna had the
bizarre reality of a child's dream
vision. The piece I saw was called
"The Dragon Slayer." I still remember
the beautiful princess, guarded by a
monstrous dragon. No one was able
to liberate her. A brave knight was
sent to slay the dragon, but failed in
the attempt. Then a godlike figure
appeared and freed the princess after
he had overcome the beast by his
divine will. It was Buddha who did
this deed, but I was much too small
then to know who Buddha was. I
still remember a gentle tinkle, as if
the sound of a musical box accompanied the scenes. There was no narrator, no human voice for the actors,
only the magic of movement and
color. The puppets moved with selfevident, beautiful precision, organically and as if animated by God. I
saw trembling tongues of flames
devouring space. It was frightening
to sense how they tried to plunge
the whole world into a sea of burning
red. And the beautiful princess, in
her delicate majesty, stood there
surrounded by fear and flames and
hope. But the world is good. The
flames died with the dragon. I felt
safe and happy to know that the
princess could return to safety and
happiness in her castle.
The world of the child is naturally
much closer to the puppets than is
that of grown-ups, who have learned
to accept reality as something irrevocably real. Elisabeth Vigee-Lebrun,
who has ecome famous for her
portrait of herself with her daughter,
speaks in her memoirs of marionettes
which "were so well made and their
movements so natural that they created
a perfect illusion. My daughter-she
was six years old at that time-did
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not doubt in the beginning that these
figures were alive. I enlightened her
and remember that, when we sat in
the theater a few days later, she asked
me: 'And those, mother, are they
alive too?' Can one say anything more
charming about the marionette
theater?"
THAT PUPPETS ARE MOSTLY
small, inanimate creatures which must
come to life through the wonders of
art and the miracle of man's imagination is part of their charm and the
magic connected with puppetry. We
are fully aware of the puppet's diminutive existence. The adult accepts it
as a world reminiscent of his own
childhood. The child accepts it as
something that is of his "own" size,
that is smaller than the grown-ups
and even smaller than himself. He
does not have to look up, he feels coexistent on one level with the puppets.
The child's fantasy leans toward the
strange, bizarre, grotesque, absurd.
In many ways, this is how the child
may see the world of grown-ups.
The puppet theater creates an
increased aesthetic distance which
invites the viewer to fill with his
own fantasy the space left open. It
invites him to go on dreaming the
puppets' and the puppeteers' dream.
This open space between the suggested reality and one's own potential
imagination is not predetermined.
Only a highly sophisticated mind
will measure this distance with the
same pleasure and stimulation as the
mind of a child, as yet unburdened
with experience and knowledge, even
though both stimulations take place
on different levels.
Credibility and our imagination's
willingness to translate the unreal
into the reality of our being, to
decipher the code of analogies and
symbols, to embrace allusion and
illusion with the heart of our mind
and to see the poetry between the
lines and gestures, are cruciai'for all
performing arts, if not for all the
arts. In recalling the origin of the
word "marionette," which was Marion
or even Maria, we must go back to
the movable figures of the Mother
Virgin which in medieval France, as
in all Romance countries, were noth-

ing unusual. The Assumption of the
Virgin Mary was annually celebrated
at Dieppe by a company of clergy
and laymen. They did not employ
live actors to show the Assumption
itself, but marionettes set in motion
with strings and counterweights.
Angels flew around and some blew
trumpets before they lifted Maria to
heaven.
HEINRICH VON KLEIST FELT
that only a puppet and a god are
free from self-consciousness, one of
the stigmas of rhan who dared to eat
from the tree of knowledge. When
he wrote his essay "On the Marionette
Theatre" Kleist wanted to know about
the final truth of "the purest and
most innate grace" in man. Kleist
thought that to regain the state of
innocence we would have to cat again
from the tree of knowledge, and he
added that "this would be the last
chapter of the story of the world."
Kleist was beset with anxieties and
the premonition of an early death in
his student days. In a letter to his
half-sister Ulrike, written in May 1799,
he spoke of his fear that, however
strongly he might assert his independence, his future life would still
be "determined by chance," that he
would remain "a puppet on the wires
of fate" -and that he thought such
condition contemptible, "even death
was preferable to it.''
At the very early stage of the
Industrial Revolution, the growing
pressures of social conformity and
the desperate will of the lone individual to be true to himself began to
be felt. Kleist painted an image as if
he had seen the handwriting on the
wall. In our confusingly complex
social structure we experience exactly
what he so much feared. We no longer
live, but are being lived, puppets on
the wires of circumstances in which
we pull the strings by which we are
pulled. Our interdependence has
grown with the same frightening
rapidity with which man's face has
become more and more that of the
faceless mass of man. Our individual
tears run down our mask, whose
rigidity is only slightly softened by
our desperate smile.

.eJ
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ship's meeting ground is the "desert
places."
The desert and the "hot dry breath
of God" provide the setting and the
controlling metaphor for Handful of
Thorns. The poet's process of grief is
described as a journey in the desert.
The end of that journey is not so
much consolation as the realization
that, for the poet, God's presence is
as it always has been. When Springsteen writes in the final poem
God sits deep
Deep in the marrow of my bone,
A stubborn infection in my blood
That I cannot shake off.

CRY FOR THE COUNTRY
this God said he would not dothis He said no to . . .
and now the country falls away
like young chicken hawks
aroused by a strangle in the throat
that means food-

Books

the moon is symbol no longer
and all the people come
from their houses
·and sing praises
from memorywe sit by the fountain
and clap one hand
it all comes to this
it all comes to this

J. T. LEDBETTER
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HANDFUL OF TIIORNS.
By Anne Springsteen. Valparaiso, IN: Orchard
House, 1977. Pp. 29. Paper: $2.95.

GRIEF, LIKE THE ANTICIPAtion of death, and love at its deepest,
is finally very difficult to write about.
The hazards a poet in particular must
beware (for any potential reader's
sake) are the self-indulgence of sentimentality and the trite phrases and
cliches which have killed the elegiac
tradition in our time. Anne Springsteen's Handful of Thorns, though
failing at times to rise above the
prosaic, certainly avoids either of
these pitfalls. Written on the occasion
of her daughter's death, this little
collection of poems communicates
the inner pain, the unanswerable
questions, the debilitating inertia, and
the final hopefulness of a relationship
with God even when that relation-

we know that she has struggled:
struggled either to do away with God
altogether in the face of inexplicable
death or to make him into a benevolent but apparently senile old man
who wants "little Susie for a sunbeam"!
When the consolation of religion
comes so easily for some and the
rejection of God in the face of a
crisis comes just as easily for others,
Springsteen's poems provide a sobering and even rejuvenating reflection
of inner growth through grief. C. S.
Lewis in A Grief Observed stated that
"there is nothing we can do with
pain except to suffer it." We see a
part of Springsteen's emotional pain
in these poems, but we also see her
coming to terms with it through the
suffering of that pain.
IN CHOOSING TO FOCUS ON
one's own feelings and emotions
rather than (as Milton's Lycidas and
Tennyson's In Memorlam did) on
personal sorrow as an occasion for
the exploration of larger questions
of evil, fate, or the will of God, a
poet must be careful to maintain the
intensity of feeling on which the poem
must depend and yet restrain any
tendency toward self pity or breast
beating. In this endeavor Handful of
Thorns succeeds. We know very little
of the philosophical struggles of the
author and nothing about the daugh-
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ter. What we know is the poet's honest
inner response to a great loss.
Poetry, of course, is more than
inspiration and honest feelings. It is
a craft that demands critical distance
and attention to such things as the
sounds of words and the rhythm .
Here Handful of Thorns often fails
us. Many of the poems seem to have
been written quickly in the moment
of inspiration and never edited or
refined with regard to prosody. In
Springsteen's earlier work, It's Me, 0
Lord, the poems are prayers and the
conversational tone is appropriate ;
the lapses in meter actually enhance
the prayers. But in Handful of Thorns
the poetically unrefined approach
leads to a strange hybrid of prose
and poetry that is at times unsettling.
What, for instance, are we to do with
the jarring "research" in the following
lines ?
Do not tell me of the research
That measures and defines
What I feel;

Or the last jingly rhyme in the final
poem?
The memory of God is wide
And very long
For names, for faces,
For thoms and desert places.

These obvious lapses in the use of
poetic language divert us from the
meaning, or worse, they render the
meaning trivial.
How different is the poem near
the beginning which begins by transposing the order of subject-verb-object to emphasize the givenness of
gift and grace , continues with three
verbals indicating the continuous
agressive movement of life, and ends
with five truncated phrases that stop
us abruptly , just as the poet sees
herself interrupted by her loss in the
midst of li":ing.
Gifted and graced I wasWalking secure and quiet in the
breeze,
N ovember/ December, 1977

Shouting alleluias into the gusty
wind,
Singing joy to the world!
When no one was listening
The music stopped.
Without warning
The wind turned hot and dry.
Alleluia is a foreign word
That sticks in my throat.

Most of the poems fall somewhere
between this very effective one and
the prosaic or merely grating. But
for their sincerity and honesty in
the struggle this book of poems should
appeal to those who have experienced
grief and to those who would like to
share in that experience.

CLARK W. LEMONS

1HE HOCU5-POCUS OF 1HE UNIVERSE.
By Laura Gilpin. Garden City, NY: Doubleday,
1977. Pp. 73. $7.95.

THIS VOLUME OF POEMS
won the Walt Whitman award for
1976, a prize for which only previously
unpublished poets are considered .
Gilpin's poetry does indeed possess
a winsome quality and a Frostian
simplicity deserving of recognition.
Her poems are not difficult, but they
do brush against experiences which
are difficult to label and define. "The
Two-Headed Calf" provides the best
example of the distinctive character
of her verse.
Tomorrow when the farm boys
find this
freak of nature, they will wrap
his body
in newspaper and carry him to
the museum.
But tonight he is alive and in the
north
field with his mother. it is a perfect

summer evening: the moon rising
over
the orchard, the wind in the grass.
And as he stares into the sky,
there
are twice as many stars as usual.

Describing an extraordinary event
in an ordinary world, Gilpin uses
language which by itself would be
unremarkable. But what she has done
so successfully is to exploit fully the
juxtaposition of object and setting,
"this freak of nature" with "a perfect
summer evening." This is her hocuspocus": to magically ignite the mundane, to create the scene which shimmers as a living still-life. In another
poem, a dead dog lies in the gutter,
but his presence gives paradoxical
life to his setting. "If the dog were
alive he would be drowning/but as
it is, the water is simply stroking/his
fur." It is this constant play with death
and its ramifications which gives
depth to Laura Gilpin's poetry. Here
she is definitely a three-dimensional
poet. However, other poems express
much less maturity both poetically
and spiritually. Perhaps this is because
her style requires striking scenes and
odd visual combinations in order to
work most effectively. Death, of
course, quite naturally provides those
scenes. Other human experiences,
unfortunately, provide her with not
much more than souvenirs and her
language descends somewhat into
cliche. I hope, however, that she is
given another chance, and does not,
like so many new poets, find it
exceptionally difficult to publish her
second volume. I might add that it is
a shame that poems so readable
should be enclosed by such an expensive package. This will most
probably keep Gilpin from assuming
a very important place on bookstore
shelves and will confine her almost
totally to academic audiences. Her
appeal is really much more universal.

JILL BAUMGAERTNER
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ETHICS FOR EXECUTIVES.
By Samuel Southard. Nashville: Thomas Nehon
Inc., 1975. Pp. x + 170. $6.95.
'

BOOKS ON BUSINESS ETHICS
date back to at least the beginning of
the century. Only in an era characterized by insistence on social
responsibility of business and a postWatergate mor<;tlity, however, has
business ethics been given serious
attention by government, academia,
business, and society in general. While
we can expect a substantial offering
of books on business ethics to follow
it, Ethics for Executives is one of the
earlier arrivals. It is the distillation
of a series of seminars for senior
executives, their wives, and Junior
Chamber of Commerce leaders.
One reason for the study of ethics
in business is to develop an awareness
of the moral dimensions of a business
decision. Based on the conviction that
"the moral problems of an executive
?o str~ight to the heart of personal
~ntegnty." the book's stated objective
Is to help him both to achieve and to
analyze his personal integrity as he
proceeds to make administrative
decisions.
The basic ingredients of a moral
decision are held to be the classic
virtues of temperance (self-control),
prudence (realistic perception), justice
(integrity), and courage. The weakest
factor in "efficient ethical decisionmaking" is an executive's own code
of behavior. Self-analysis of one's code
of behavior can be done by means of
five basic questions: (1) What kind
of person am I? (2) To whom am I
responsible? (3) What are the ways
and means to achieve moral objectives? (4) Can I live with the consequences? (5) What do I live for?
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Such means-end analysis as takes
place in the book is incorporated in
the way these questions are discussed.
An appendix entitled "The Definition
of Personal Morality" adds modestly
to means-end thinking with a reference to "instrumental values" and
"terminal values."
To the extent that the five basic
questions for self-analysis help an
executive to focus on the adequacy
of his ethics, and to maintain an
awareness of the ethical dimension
in decision-making, the book can
make a contribution to better management.
A brief consideration of the sources
of our value system as an influence
in our decision-making would have
been helpful. The author assumes
that executives generally believe in
God and that this influences their
idea of right and wrong. In a pluralist.ic and increasingly secular society
this may be simplistic. Some assertions
in the book tend to be vague and of
little help in developing or analyzing
one's code of behavior-for example,
that an executive is moral because of
what he believes about the world
(page 27).
Can a business person be ethical?
The frequently asked question implies
that business is by definition a
distinctively suspicious category. It
is posed in Southard's book also. The
book's Preface speaks to this : "I am a
farmer, an engineer, a businessman,
a planner, a scientist, a governor,
and a Christian . . .. There is no
need to have a different set of standards as we develop commitments to
our family, our neighbors, our customers, our clients, or constituents, or
to Christ." The writer of the Preface
was at that time the governor of
Georgia; he is now the President of
the United States.

WILLIAM E. SCHLENDER

DESIGNING IN STITCHERY AND
APPLIQUE.
By Nancy Belfer. Englewood Oiffs, NJ: PrenticeHall, 1977. Pp. vii

+ 152. S7.95.

PERHAPS OUR GRANDMOTHers would find Designing in Stitchery
and Applique a bit confusing. Stitching
and embrpidery have become "Fabric
Embellishment" in the art gallery
vernacular and that tells us something
of the new forms and purposes which
have been developing since the early
1960s. The crumpling of fabrics just
for ~ffect, free stitching in apparently
arbitr~ry directions, strange objects
sewn mto and onto the fabric, and
occasional bizarre images have become legitimate aspects of the craft
of needlework.
The author, Nancy Belfer, is an
exhibiting textile artist and teacher
at SUNY in Buffalo, New York. She
has written an encouraging, "how to
get started" primer with many illustrations and suggestions for the novice
in stitchery. The book is not a collection of kit-like projects or fabric
version of "paint-by-number" instructions. The book is reference, resource,
inspiration for those who want to work
with textiles creatively.
Nancy leads gently, asking the
~gi~~er to start freely and to respond
mtmhvely to both familiar and unusual images. (It is my experience
that this approach works best with
on~ who has some art background,
while more specific direction would
give surer grounding to a larger
audience.) Next she encourages the
reader toward a fine art reference
and a continuing critical search for
new visual forms to develop the initial
ideas which have emerged from the
work.
An example of her approach might
be the chapter on applique , which
explains how to do applique cutwork
like the colorful and traditional molas
of the San Bias Indians of Panama. I
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was delighted to learn how to construct these beautiful layered pieces
of work which depict anything from
stylized South American flora and
fauna to helicopters and Mickey
Mouse. The "How to do it" is described in detail, but the application
of the technique is determined by
each person's own ideas and sensibility.
The book is divided into chapters,
each of which deals with an aspect of
the craft; Appropriate tools and
materials; stitches and techniques;
sources for creative inspiration; and
a valuable list of addresses in the
back for supplies.
The one unfortunate aspect of the
book is the photographs used for
illustrations. The work of Ms. Belfer
and her students is strong, but it is
also rather limiting, for much of it
looks alike-similar in technique and
appearance, non-objective, non-functional, generally loosely stitched with
similar fibers used throughout. One
can't fault these factors in themselves,
but it certainly doesn't represent
everything that is going on in stitchery today, nor begin to give a feel
for the work of the past. Much of the
work which passes for art today leaves
the viewer bewildered. We have
rejected the ceremonial, the sacred,
and the traditional in quest of art as
"object." This concept of the craft
presents the artist today with problems and challenges which weren't
even considered in the past. Since
craftsmanship and design are those
qualities on which a piece of needlework is ultimately judged, representative work and functional objects are
equally worthy of consideration.
Examples of things like Oriental
embroidery, American quilting, Medieval vestments, and North American Indian clothing would be very
helpful. Not only would this give a
more complete sense of the possibilities of the art, but the opportunity for
comparisons might help to give the
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novice (and Grandma) a more familiar introduction to the art as well as
the craft of needlework.

BONNIE & BILL DEHOFF

REVELATION: Introduction, Translation and Commentary.
By J. Massyngberde Ford. The Anchor Bible.
Garden City, NY: Doubleday & Company,
Inc., 1975. Pp. xlviii + 456. $9.00.

THIS COMMENT ~RY IS A
challenging resource, whether used
as a reference work or read straight
through, for anyone willing to invest
the time and patience necessary
toward understanding the book of
Revelation.
With this work in hand the student
will have available to him a rare
combination of gifts, including
1) Dr. Ford's own translation, designed to be sufficiently literal to
preserve in English even cases of
awkward and inconsistent grammar.
2) Her mastery of the apocalyptic
and other literature of the intertestamental and early Christian era,
carefully analyzed so as to glean a
wealth of parallel ideas and terminology toward understanding the language of Revelation.
3) Extensive bibliographies, with
many references to ideas of other
writers and commentators. (This
reviewer was amused and complimented to find a footnote reference
to an article of his own, p. 32.)
4) Indices of Authors, Subjects, and
Scriptural references, as well as references to Old and New Testament
Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha,
Josephus, Rabbinic literature, and
Qumran.
5) Following each chapter, detailed
notes on words and phrases; and then
the author's own "Comments," in
which she draws together a remark-

able range of materials out of which
come her own convictions.
6) Two sections of pictures of archeological artifacts, which may shed
a degree of visual light on many a
verbal allusion in Revelation.
_Beyond these features there is also
a seventh-a proposal regarding the
authorship of Revelation, modestly
offered, but sufficiently intriguing
that it is likely to challenge the
imagination of serious students for a
long time to come. The proposal is
developed in an introduction of fiftyseven pages. Here Dr. Ford surveys
the apocalxptic literature of the era
in four major groupings: Apocalypses
within the New Testament, Post-New
Testament Christian Apocalypses, the
book of Revelation itself, and Jewish
Apocalypses with Christian Additions.
Her finding is that Revelation is
unique_ Chapters 1-3, she says, are
"plainly Christian," but chapters 422 "show little evidence of being a
truly Christian work" (p. 12)- "Clearly,
Revelation is more akin to Jewish
apocalyptic literature than to Christian" (p. 27). Furthermore, "Revelation is unlike Jewish apocalypses
adapted to Christianity because there
are no clear Christian interpolations
woven into the text; rather, a block
of Christian material (chaps. 1-3) has
been grafted onto the beginning and
four Christian verses (22:16-17a, 2021) have been grafted onto the end"
(p- 27-28).
From this follows a startling proposal. The main body of Revelation
comes from John the Baptist, if not
directly, then at least through communities of John's disciples which
co-existed with communities of Jesus'
disciples in the early Christian era.
Certain themes which the New Testament associates with John the Baptist
come through very strongly in Revelation-the Lamb, "He that cometh,"
Baptism by fire, the Bridegroom, the
wrath of God, the knowledge of
liturgy (John was from the priest41

hood), a strong accent on the action
of God , more so than of the Messiah
or even of the Lamb.
Dr. Ford finds references to the
Lamb as conqueror in Jewish apocalyptic literature. The rider of the
white horse in Rev. 19, she observes,
is not identified with the Son of God
or with Jesus, but is closer to the
Word of God in the Wisdom of
Solomon 18 (vv. 15-16, 22). "Jesus
removed the idea of vengeance from
the eschatological expectation and
promised the Gentiles . . . a share
in salvation" (p. 36). But a spirit of
vengeance is strong in Revelation.
As for a mission towards the Gentiles,
"both the Baptist's preaching and this
apocalypse are innocent" of it.
In Dr. Ford's reconstruction,
"Chapters 4-11 originated with the
revelations given to the Baptist before
and during the time he recognized
Jesus as 'he that cometh.' Because
chs. 12-22 actually contain the name
of Jesus (14:12, 17:6, 19:10,20:4, 22:16),
they were probably written by a
disciple who knew more than John,"
like Apollos perhaps, but did not
yet know Jesus as the Christians knew
him. The Baptist portions of Revelation may have originated in part
in the Baptist community in Ephesus,
and were there absorbed by the
Christian community as these two
became one.
The progression of the commentary , therefore, is first chapters 4-11,
then 12-22, and finally 1-3.
TO FOLLOW DR . FORD'S
close reasoning, and to evaluate fully
her evidences, would require far more
study than I have been able to invest
to this point. My initial reaction is to
take the possibility of a strong John
the Baptist influence in the book of
Revelation with considerable seriousness. My chief reservation has to do
with the figure of the Lamb. The
Christian connotations of the Lamb
slain, whose blood is a ransom for
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men of all nations (5:9-10), are simply
too strong in their reminiscence of
the cross ; neither can the Lamb
imageries in Jewish apocalyptic
account for them. Any discussion of
this issue would , of course, have to
take into account also the Lamb
testimony of John the Baptist in John
1:29,34.
The commentary has as its goal to
understand the text as well as its
author is able . It remains for the
preacher and teacher, in the Spirit of
Christ, to translate what help a commentator may offer into a message of
sin and grace so as to feed and enrich
the heart of the hearer with a vision
of courage in faith and hope. Such a
vision is, in Revelation, a major theme.
I remember fondly the series of
dialogues between the departments
of theology of Valparaiso University
and of Notre Dame, in which I was
privileged to participate in the early
and mid-1960s. It was there that I
knew Dr. Ford personally, and had
occasion to be impressed both by
her warmth and by her enthusiastic
interest in Rabbinic studies. Our paths
have not crossed since then . It is a
peculiar joy to me to have in hand
this very remarkable product of her
fruitful labors.

PAUL G. BRETSCHER

CHRISTIANS AT PRAYER.
Edited by John Galen. Notre Dame, IN:
University of Notre Dame Press, 1977. Pp.
172. $9.95.

CURRENTLY INTEREST IN
prayer is growing after a longish
period during which despair was
expressed over the possibility of
prayer in a post-Christian age. What
prayer appeared in print was often

"pop" pablum for spiritual infants.
What nourishment such material
offers may be questioned. Time has
shown, however, that things were
never so bad for prayer as they
seemed to be. Americans both inside
and outside the Church have shown
a surprising interest in various religious and pseudo-religious forms
of devotion.
We have, indeed, discovered that
prayer is alive and, if not altogether
well, not terminally ill. On the one
hand, neo-evangelicalism has shown
Christians in the main-line denominations the continuing force of vital
prayer. Neo-evangelical prayer may
at times be tempted by triumphalism
and its detachment from the liturgy
of the Church may be regretted, but
is a vital force in the faith and life of
those who practice it.
On the other hand, a new interest
in congregational prayer is stirring
denominations that have not been
known for a living, congregational
prayer life. William Storey, professor
of liturgy at the University of Notre
Dame, is responsible for a revival of
the practice of corporate morning
prayer and evening prayer on that
campus t}:lat continues to amaze· and
delight. The forth-coming Lutheran
Book of Worship will show the same
heightened concern with corporate
prayer.
Christians At Prayer joins a distinguished series of volumes issued by
the University of Notre Dame Press
as a result of the long and excellent
work done at the university in liturgical studies. This book contains a
collection of essays presented at one
of the annual symposia on liturgy at
Notre Dame. The writers include
Roman Catholics Nathan Mitchell,
William Storey, Carle Dehne, George
A. Maloney, and Frederick McManus.
Non-Roman Christian traditions are
represented by Episcopalian Urban
T. Holmes, Methodist Don E. Saliers,
and Lutheran Kenneth F. Korby.
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Basic to the collection are the essays
by Father Mitchell and Dr. Holmes.
Mitchell develops recent insights into
the nature of prayer in a constructive
manner. Holmes examines three
contemporary types of spirituality
-prayer as production, prayer as
therapy, and prayer as listening. Both
of these essayists, together with Dr.
Saliers, contribute to a sounder understanding of the nature, purpose, and
practice of prayer.
Lutherans waiting for the appearance of the Lutheran Book of Worship
should find Dr. Storey's contribution
of particular help. His distinction
between monastic prayer and "cathedral," i.e., popular, forms of morning
and evening prayer has become a
commonplace. He points the way to
forms of congregational prayer intended for the whole congregation
rather than for liturgical specialists.
The editor of The Cresset contributes an essay on a neglected subject,
the popular forms of evangelical
prayer. His essay is an initial study
of the history and theology of popular
protestant prayer forms. For many
Lutherans the use of a devotional
guide is the principal form of prayer.
This alone makes it obvious that much
additional study of popular devotional practice is needed.
Carl Dehne's essay, although on a
subject that may seem of remote value
for non-Roman Catholics, sheds light
on the reasons why many "correct"
prayer forms prepared by church
leaders fail to serve the community
gathered for prayer. The lessons
recent Roman Catholic experience
teach need to be learned by others as
well.
This volume is recommended for
those with responsibility for leading
congregations in prayer, as well as
for those who are interested in
keeping up with current thought on
the subject.

HANS BOEHRINGER
November/ December, 1977

What Time is It?
(concluded from page 44)
devices we have leisure, and that in
abundance. Our problem is not time
freed from the requirement of work
but rather how we use that time.
Man not only has leisure time, but
indeed is cursed with "waiting time."
A University of Wisconsin study
found that the average person in a
"life time" will spend a total of three
years doing nothing but waiting. We
wait for doctors, dentists, dates, planes,
trains, buses, the mail man, the elevator, the boss, and all objects movable and immovable. Much of this
waiting time can, with a little planning, be turned into additional leisure
time for each of us.
Regrettably, as Sloan Wilson points
out, "To a considerable extent, leisure
operates on the principle of the
vacuum: as soon as it is created,
something has to move in. Like
Aristotle's star pupil Alexander the
Great, most men will always seek
new worlds to conquer, and, like him,
most will lack the ability to seek new
frontiers within themselves." It remains forever true that "A clock can
tell you time, but it can't tell you
what to do with it!"
SINCE ALL OF US ALREADY
have all the time there is, each consuming, each sharing alike, twenty
four hours every day, it would seem
that the "time has come" for each of
us to use it well. Far too many of us
look to the future for some grand
new style of life in which we will be
blessed with "more time" and the
ability to enjoy it. Elizabeth Janeway
cautions us not to forget our todays
when she says, ". . . no one has ever
managed to live in that sublime
future, or that golden past. Now is
all we have. So when we talk about
the value of time, it is only the present
moment that we can really considerthis immediate, passing, yet eternal

moment we cannot get away from."
Margaret Cousins, too, warns about
putting off the enjoyment of the
present God-given moment: "It is
discouraging to regard the number
of people who are perpetually waiting
for more time to do what they want
to, when time is passing. While they
wait, they are growing old, so that
when the purse of carefree hours is
theirs, they are no longer capable or
wishful of spending it as they had
originally intended. It hangs heavy
on their hands."
Is it possible at "one and the same
time" to enjoy leisure without some
self-imposed task always at hand and
yet make this leisure time purposeful
and fruitful? I believe that goal is
well within the reach of every one of
us.
A third of a century ago Margaret
Cousins wrote about what it is which
causes us to go wrong with our use
of "free time." Her article was entitled
"Can You Spend an Evening at Home
Alone?" There's the rub! To be face
to face with ourselves with "nothing
to do"! Can we find the inner resources for such a situation? I believe
that if we can individually do so, we
are well on our way to resolving the
problem, we will have a solid base
from which to plan our use of leisure
time. Twenty years ago a delightful
article "On the Importance of Wasting
Enough Time" was penned by Victoria Lincoln. She made this observation about spending time with
ourselves: " . . . to be, really to be
and to enjoy one's own self, means
treating oneself as a friend; and that
is something most of us, once we are
grown, are strangely afraid or
ashamed to do."
If you ask "What time is it?" J will
ask, "Who needs to know?" Quit
holding t~e stop watch on yourself.
Decide for yourself what you enjoy
doing with your time. Remember,
"One man's boredom is another's
delight!"
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CHARLES A. REIMMNITZ

WHAT TIME IS IT?

"ONCE UPON A TIME . . . "
"Did I tell you about the time . . . ?"
"You know, it's about time we . . . "
Time and again the topic of time
slips into our conversations. Little
wonder! Percival White notes: "We
are slaves to the idea of time. Time
is the tyrant of our lives. It is the one
god we serve implicitly, universally,
exclusively."
Try as we might, we rarely find
ourselves with "time on our hands."
Most of us would agree with H. I.
Phillips, who quipped: "I always use
up all the allotted time and find I
have several yards of task left over!"
Whether or not we punch a "time
clock," the problem is that most tasks
we want to accomplish simply are
too "time-consuming."
In fact, we seem to get most things
done only in the "nick of time." We
would agree with Thoreau, who wrote
in Walden, "In any weather, at any
hour of the day or nigh•, I have been
anxious to improve the nick of time,
and notch it on my stick too; to stand
on the meeting of two eternities, the
past. and future, which is precisely
the present moment; to toe that line."
But more often than not we feel we
are the ones nicked, not time, for we
seem always to be "out of time."
Already in "olden times" man tried
to set a "time limit" on his activities,
using many types of timers: "time
pieces," "time studies," "time sharing,"

or other "time-tested" methods. Trying to get "ahead of time," man ended
up merely "time worn"! Which one
of us does not feel kinship with H.
G. Wells when he sobs, "Subordinate
and everyday things surround me
in an ever-growing jungle. My hours
are chocked with them; my thoughts
are tattered by them . . . . The clock
ticks on, the moments drip out and
trickle, flow away as hours . . . I
am tormented by a desire for achievement that overruns my capacity!"
IS THERE A BETTER WAY?
Pittacus, of Mitylene, one of the seven
sages of sixth century BC Greece
counselled his fellow men to "Seize
time by the forelock. " Time is most
often represented as having a lock of
hair on his forehead, but with none
at all on the rest of his head. This
picture is to signify that time past
cannot be used , but the present time
may be seized . Perhaps Phiilips put
it more accurately when he said,
"Some ancient philosopher handed
down the advice 'Take time by the
forelock. ' H e should have known
better. It can't be done . The old
gentleman is bald!" Little wonder
Shakespeare in King John III calls
Time "The Bald Sexton" !
Yet even that picture of Time may
be "behind the times"! As much as I
agree with Phillips that Time is bald,
I believe most of us feel as White did
when he said, "Cartoonists still portray Time as a doddering old man,
with an hour glass and a scythe. But
cartoonists cling notoriously to the
obsolete. Anyone else would paint
him in the fulless of his youth, with
a stop-watch for keeping tabs on us,
and a machine-gun to mow us down."
Realizing that "time is slipping
through our fingers," we begin looking for "timely tips," checking our
"time tables" as we travel through
life, and wonder whether we are even
in life's proper "time zone." Then,
fighting "against time ," we "take our
time at bat" without a "time out" in

an attempt to have the "time of our
life," since we only "go around one
time." We try to have a "good time,"
but in the struggle seem to leave "no
time for play," for it is "game time"
for us. "Don't let down," we exhort
ourselves, "now is the time to act"!
"At the same time," we tell ourselves, all things will come "in good
time," and that "from time to time"
or at least "for the time being" it
would be well to take things "one at
a time." So what if we have "lost
time"? Isn't it better on occasion to
"kill time" rather than ourselves? We
recall the old ditty : "He speeded to
an early grave, Never to enjoy the
time he saved!" Shall we, as White
suggests," . . . be kept everlastingly
on the go until, arriving at last at
our untimely destination , we are
shipped off in a sixty-horsepower
hearse [White wrote in 1920; today
our hearses have more horsepower,
the more quickly to dispose of us!]
to the only peaceful place we have
ever known!"
John Fowles observes in his book
The French Lieutenants Woman:". . .
we devote such a huge proportion of
the ingenuity and incomes of our
societies to finding faster ways of
doing things-as if the final aim of
mankind was to grow closer not to a
perfect humanity, but to a perfect
lightning flash!" Perhaps Greeks had
a good reason for believing, as they
did , that no person in a hurry is
quite civilized.
Yet "Father time, " using standard,
daylight, mountain, eastern, or other
times, peers over our shoulders and
we are off and running "against time."
Since "time immemorial" we have
felt constrained to "time" everything.
"What's the 'baking time' for that
cake?" "Was the runner ' properly
timed '?"
IS MANKIND TO KNOW
nothing of "leisure time"? Because
of our working habits and time-saving
(continued on page 43)
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